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LYOTARD AND THE POSTMODERNITY DEBATE 
IAN MARK ERICKSON 
ABSTRACT 
Contemporary advanced Industrial societies are Increasingly 
computerised, and knowledge is now a major stake in the worldwide 
competition for power. Jean-Frangols Lyotard argues that such societies 
are postmodernj having rejected the principal doctrines of modernism. 
Lyntnrd'5 book, Ths Pnstfr.nrigrn r:nndlt.i.nn. proposes that social theory 
must change to reflect the arrival of postmodernity. This has generated 
a debate in social theory between advocates of modernity with Its 
liberalising potential, represented In this thesis by Jiirgen Habermas, 
and the advocates of postmodern ity, principally Lyotard, who argue In 
favour of an antifoundational approach to postmodern society. 
In this thesis, three main areas of Lyotard's Investigation of 
postmodern society are analysed in detail, and in the context of the 
debate between modernists and postmodernists. The three topics are 
culture, language and the organisation of society. The postmodern Ity 
debate highlights the options available to contemporary social theory, 
and the ways In which recent changes In social organisation have 
affected social theory. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In one sense, a l l societies have entered the post-modern period, 
for none has escaped the impact of the new technologies. At the 
same time, societies d i f f e r significantly in the degree to which 
they have faced the challenge of modernity and in their access 
to the options the postmodern period offers. 
Amitai Etzioni, 1968 
Over twenty years have passed since Amitai Etzlonl f i r s t introduced 
the concept of 'postmodernity' to sociologists in his book The Active 
Society. A functionalist account of the contemporary world, Etzioni 
equates post industrial society with postmodern society, and identifies 
the main cause of the passing of the modern age as the rapid 
transformation of the technologies of communication and knowledge 
(Etzlonl, 1968: v i i ) , Etzloni's choice of the term 'postmodern' is an 
important one. The use of a word that suggests the end of the modern is 
In i t se l f a statement of lack of confidence in the modern, whether this 
is brought out explici t ly or not. And as we shall see below, the growth 
of the use of computers and Information technology Is a key factor in 
Jean-Frangois Lyotard's theory of the postmodern. 
In the period between Etzloni's prediction of the arrival of the 
active postmodern society and the present day, a debate has taken place 
between those who see modernity as the only feasible way of organising, 
analysing and understanding social l i fe , of whom Jurgen Habermas is the 
principal exponent, and those who consider modernity to be a failed 
project, one that must be replaced with a new form of explanation and 
understanding through the concept of postmodernity. The principal 
'postmodernist' considered here Is Lyotard, although other 
- 1 -
antlfoundatlonal theorists, ALastalr Maclntyre and Richard Rorty, who are 
broadly sympathetic to the postmodern perspective are also Included In 
this text. This thesis Is a contribution to the analysis of the debate 
between the modernists and the postmodernists concerning the language, 
culture and organisation of social l i f e . 
In Chapter One, a summary of the ways In which the terms 'modern' and 
'postmodern' are deployed In recent social theory Is given, and an 
outline of the key text In the postmodernIty debate, The Postmodern 
CondltIon, by Jean-Frangols Lyotard. This chapter Introduces the main 
themes that are discussed later In this thesis. 
Chapter Two looks In some detail at Lyotard's analysis of language in 
postmodern society. Lyotard's entire thesis of postmodernIty rests upon 
his assertion that metanarratIvlty Is no longer viable, and that It must 
be replaced with narrat Ivlty as the principal mode of legitimate 
communication In society. This assertion can only be f u l l y understood by 
examining Lyotard's reasoning and methodology In detail, and placing It 
in the context of theories of narratIvlty. 
Chapter Three examines Lyotard's analysis of postmodern culture, and 
compares this to the descriptions of postmodernism offered by cultural 
theorists. This chapter alms to evaluate whether or not modernism has 
been replaced with a new cultural paradigm. 
Chapter Four focusses on the 'postmodernIty debate' In social theory. 
The construction of a social theory to explain social and poli t ical 
action In postmodernlty has proceeded In three main directions. Lyotard 
offers an anarchist (or as he terms It 'pagan') strategy for social 
theory, and for pol i t ical action. Habermas suggests a reinstatement of 
the project of modernity, to provide a general liberalising programme for 
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the whole of society. Rorty takes a middle line between these two, 
proposing an antl-foundatlonal version of liberalism by which local 
autonomy w i l l enhance the way of l i f e of people In postmodern society. 
In the f ina l section of this thesis, an assessment Is made of the 
changes to both social theory and society that may occur as a 
consequence of the debate about postmodernIty, and postmodernism. 
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C3HAPTER ONE 
MOC^RNITY VERSUS POSTMO^RNITY 
What Is postmodernlty? ...Prima facie postmodernlty may be 
characterised as the 'post' of whatever 'modernity' Is taken to 
be. 
W Hudson, 1989. 
1 have not defined Modernism; 1 can define Postmodernism less. 
Ihab Hassan, 1975. 
The definit ion of postmodernlty is problematic, for the simple reason 
that the definit ion of modernity Is also problematic. This Is compounded 
by the fact that 'postmodern', unlike most other recent academic 
concepts, has a wide-spread usage outside the academic world 
(Featherstone, 1988: 195). To circumvent some of the confusion that 
arises from the various usages of 'postmodern'. It Is necesary to Look at 
the different ways In which It Is applied, and the different ways that 
the 'modern' versus 'postmodern' opposition Is used. 
It Is possible to distinguish three main ways In which the generic 
terms 'modern' and 'postmodern' are articulated In the social sciences 
(Featherstone, 1988: 197). Firstly, to designate a particular 
perlodlsatlon that has taken place, or w i l l come about: modernity versus 
postmodernlty. Modernity can be understood to be the period that Western 
societies entered at the time of the Enlightenment. As this new 
perlodlsatlon, and the different perspective on knowledge that was a 
product of the Enlightenment, established Itself In Western thought, 
modernity became an overarching project for the rationalization of a l l of 
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society. For Jiirgen Habermas, the principal characteristic of modernity 
was In i t i a l ly a new consciousness of time (Habermas, 1987b). For Michel 
Foucault, the cornerstone of modernity was the embedding of the 
philosophy of the subject Into the unified project of knowledge 
(Foucault, 1970), The Enlightenment, characterised by the unification of 
knowledge based upon the principles of rationality and Reason, and made 
visible through the usage of a scientific mode of explanation, laid the 
foundations for contemporary thought. Postmodern Ity Is used In this 
context to designate the fai lure and abandonment of this project. The 
work of Jean-Francois Lyotard is the central text to highlight the 
fai lure of the project of modernity, but the decline of the project Is 
well documented. Foucault's The Order of Things charts the rise and 
ultimate fai lure of a subject centred philosophy (Foucault, 1970). The 
problems of ref lexlvl ty , as seen In the work of such disparate authors 
as Nietzsche, Derrlda and Wittgenstein, are traced by Lawson to describe 
the 'postmodern predicament' of the abandoning of scientific rationality 
(Lawson, 1985). In the case of this modern:postmodern opposition, the 
criticism of the project of modernity Is followed by the hypotheslsatlon 
of a new epoch, namely postmodern ity, although It Is Important to note 
that such critiques need not Imply the arrival of a postmodern epoch. 
The work of FoucauLt, although one of the foundations of the 
postmodernists attack on modernity, does not mention the possibility of 
a postmodern epoch, but does describe the ways in which the human 
sciences w i l l change as modernity changes, and the Enlightenment project 
fades away. 
Secondly, we can distinguish between postmodernism and modernism: 
this Is a distinction of styles of cultural production, although we 
should note that this distinction admits a range of meanings. The 
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modern ism: postmodern Ism d Ist Inct Ion Is not restricted to what Is 
generally termed culture, although this opposition was generated, In 
part, by a new s ty l i s t ic movement In architecture (Jencks, 1977). The 
attempt to replace modernism with postmodernism reaches out Into a l l 
forms of human cultural endeavour: cri t ics have hailed postmodernism as 
being the new paradigm of writing (Waugh, 1984), of philosophy (Hudson, 
1989), of painting (Lyotard, 1989). The distinction of a common 
denominator for these new cultural forms Is not simple: briefly stated, 
the Issue of reflex Ivlty Is frequently used as the marker for such 
postmodern products. The application of the label 'postmodern' to 
cultural products has become more common In recent years: It Is possible 
that we are witnessing a conflation of a new style of criticism with 
contemporary avant-garde cultural production to produce something called 
'postmodernism', an assertion that w i l l be Investigated In chapter three 
be low. 
The third main distinction between the modern and the postmodern Is 
that of modernization versus postmodernIzatIon. This can be considered 
to be a subset of the f i r s t distinction (modernlty:postmodernIty) when 
we look at what a modernization process entails. The Increase In science 
and technology, and the Increase in Importance of scientific explanation 
Is equated with a modernization process (Habermas, 1971). The 
modernization of society extends from the growth of science Into a l l 
realms of social l i fe , concomitant with the rationalization of social 
l i fe , thus Unking I t to the project of modernity (Habermas, 1987a). This 
modernization process Is again a unified project, which encompasses a l l 
of society. Opposed to this Is the prospect of a postmodern Izat Ion, where 
the problems of the modernization process are brought Into sharp relief, 
and strategies are proposed to oppose this. This mainly centers on the 
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problems of participation In polit ical l i fe , where societal modernization 
through the growth of capitalism has s t i f l ed public debate about the 
course that society is taking. I t also centers on the idea of the over-
technical izat ion of society through the growth of the use of computers 
and the control of Information technology by a minority. The attempt to 
come to terms with this process is the postmodern izat ion that Is 
Implicit in the work of Lyotard (Lyotard, 1984). Lyotard proposes the 
liberation of a l l knowledge and Information in society by opening up 
computer databases to a l l people. Society w i l l thus be able to 
communicate on the basis of equal access to knowledge. 
This brief survey of the oppositions posited by writers between the 
generic terms 'modern' and 'postmodern' points up the difference between 
the deployment of the two terms. The project of modernity is the subtext 
to theories of modernization and modernism: modern theory in general has 
a subtext of un Iversa I ism, where attempts are made to provide 
explanations for a l l aspects of the social world. Modern social theory 
also contains aspects of utoplanism: writers describe the universal 
salvation of humankind through a variety of doctrines and strategies, 
either secular or religious^. In social theory, the principle exponent of 
'the modern' examined In this thesis Is Habermas: he offers a coherent 
programme for the transformation of society based upon an altered 
version of the project of modernity. Habermas discusses the work of 
Lyotard, classing him as a 'neoconservative', as, for Habermas, the denial 
of the liberalising project of modernity Is a reactionary and retrograde 
step. Habermas and Lyotard hold, for the most part, diametrically opposed 
views: a comparative analysis of their theories serves to illuminate each 
others recent work, and shows the depth of the postmodern ity debate. The 
main exposition of Habermas's theory Is given in chapter four below. 
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The usage of 'the postmodern' signifies the opposite of the modern: 
the Idea of unified, general theories that outline strategies for the 
progress of society have been abandoned In favour of theories promoting 
the notion of difference and pluralism. Postmodernism tends towards 
fragmentation: theories of the postmodern share a common rejection of 
the modern, but do not share any other common theme, apart from the 
rejection of common themes. Thus, Jean Baudrlllard's recent analysis of 
contemporary culture In the United States (Baudrlllard, 1988), while 
describing a postmodern cultural form, suggests no underlying theme In 
any of the cultural products he sees. The only link between the various 
artefacts is that they are not constrained by a formal theory to f ind 
means of expressions of Ideas: the theme they share Is one of absence. 
American society, according to Baudrltlard, displays an absence of 
culture, absence of beauty, and absence of substance. This leaves the 
c r i t i c with the problem of defining what constitutes art and culture. For 
Baudrlllard, contemporary American society displays a culture with no 
substance, only Image (BaudrlLlard, 1988). 
The themes brief ly outlined above are a l l discussed more f u l l y In the 
main body of this text. They are a l l contained, explicitly or Implicitly, 
In The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Lyotard's main 
treatise on the subject of postmodernlty, which was published In France 
In 1979 as La Condition postmoderne: rapport sur Le savior. This book 
w i l l act as the focus for the analysis of postmodernlty given In this 
thesis: It Is the only sustained treatment of the origins of, and 
possibilities announced by, the entry of Western societies Into 
postmodernlty. The publication of the English translation of The 
Postmodern Condition In 1984 started a debate In the social sciences 
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which focussed on the main arguments put forward by Lyotard. Lyotard's 
text is thus a useful starting point for the discussion of the 
'postmodernIty debate' in social theory, as Lyotard Is both a participant 
In, and the precursor of, that debate. A brief outline of Lyotard's theory 
of the postmodern w i l l allow the reader to Identify these main 
arguments, and also place The Postmodern Condition in the larger context 
of Lyotard's oeuvre and social theory as a whole. 
Lyotard's f i e l d of Investigation Is knowledge in advanced industrial 
societies. These societies are characterised by the rapid growth of 
computer systems and information technology; this technological 
transformation w i l l have a major effect on knowledge, particularly in 
research and the transmission of learning. Unlike Hudson or Hassan (see 
supra: 1), Lyotard is able to produce a strong definition of both the 
modern and the postmodern at the beginning of The Postmodern Condition. 
Lyotard identifies a condition, which he terms postmodern, that is common 
to a l l advanced industrial societies, and is characterised by a crisis of 
narratives. This crisis has altered the ways In which knowledge operates 
In societies. 
I w i l l use the term modern to designate any science that 
legitimates I tself with reference to a metadlscourse 
[metanarratlve] of this kind making an explicit appeal to some 
grand narrative, such as the dialectics of Spirit, the 
hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or 
working subject, or the creation of wealth. ,,.Simplifying to the 
extreme, I define postmodern as Incredulity towards 
metanarratives. (Lyotard, 1984: xxi i i -xxiv) 
The crisis of narratives Is at the heart of the postmodern condition; 
the results of this crisis are far-reaching according to Lyotard. 
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Narratives are the language of everyday Life, the medium through which 
a l l social Interactions are carried out. Narratives require no external 
Legitimation, yet they are devalued In society In favour of the discourse 
of science and politics, forms of language that require external 
Legitimation by reference to metanarratIves. The collapse and Increasing 
Incredulity shown towards these metanarratIves places science and 
politics In crisis, and could be a potential force for the liberation of 
narratives. The decline of metanarratIves and the operation of narratives 
Is the key theme throughout The Postmodern Condition, and Is the 
yardstick by which Lyotard measures postmodernlty. 
The legitimation of discourse faces a crisis when the primary tool of 
Legitimation, that of appeal to metanarratIve, ceases to be believed. 
Science and government, which are, according to Lyotard, linked by the 
same kind of language, have to f ind alternatives to their modern forms 
of legitimation. In the case of science, this transformation Is made by 
science finding legitimation through paralogy. In the case of government 
It Is made by recourse to terror. Paralogy, which Is, for Lyotard, a form 
of reasoning based upon the Local consensus particular to a language 
game, replaces legitimation In the sciences based upon appeals to a 
grand narrative. Terror Is the possibility of removing someone from a 
language game by silencing them permanently. 
Lyotard Introduces the concept of performatlvlty to describe the form 
of legitimation In postmodernlty that Is based upon concrete results. It 
Is the condition that must be met by research and education: proof of an 
argument rests upon the argument showing that It can be useful to the 
generation of wealth (Lyotard, 1984: 45). The desire for wealth, rather 
than the desire for knowledge, has become the principal requirement for 
technological research: a strong link between science and capital Is 
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implied by this. Performativity, according to Lyotard, is spreading 
through a l l aspects of social l i fe , deposing moral or aesthetic 
legitimation. A useful analogy to this process Is the spread of 
zweckratlonal action, at the expense of wertrational action, described by 
Max Weber. The postmodern ity process reduces zweckrat iona I action to 
just one goal: the creation of wealth. 
The cri teria of performativity has changed the form of polit ical 
discourse that Is present In society. As metanarratives have declined, 
politics have looked elsewhere for the justifications for political 
action: performativity has begun to replace moral and social arguments. 
Culture, in turn, has also taken on the cri teria of performativity, as the 
metanarratlve of modernity has waned. In his discussion of culture, 
Lyotard sees the power of capital displacing aesthetic concerns: 
postmodern culture is a celebration of the popular and the kitsch. 
By becoming kitsch, art panders to the confusion which reigns in 
the 'taste' of the patrons. Artists, gallery owners, critics, and 
public wallow together In the 'anything goes', and the epoch is 
one of slackening. But this realism of the 'anything goes' is in 
fact that of money; in the absence of aesthetic criteria, i t 
remains possible and useful to assess the value of works of art 
according to the profi ts they yield. (Lyotard, 1984: 76) 
The Postmodern Condition, although wide-ranging, Is the application of 
one particular hypothesis to a number of specific Issues. The hypothesis 
is that metanarratives are treated with Increasing incredulity In 
postmodern society, and the decline and disappearance of metanarratives 
leaves a vacuum which must be f i l l e d with something else for society 
I tself to remain coherent. The specific Issues to which Lyotard applies 
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his hypothesis reduce to three main areas of postmodern crisis: the 
operation of language In society; the role of culture In a postmodern 
society; and the organisation of social and polit ical Life In 
postmodernlty. Each of these topics Is discussed In this thesis, to test 
Lyotard's hypothesis, and to compare It to other social and cultural 
theorists writings on similar Issues. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
POSTMODERN L A N G U A ^ 
In t h i s chapter 1 in tend t o look a t Lyo ta rd ' s d i scuss ion o f the na tu re 
o f Language and the ways t h a t i t i s used In contemporary (or, as Lyo ta rd 
c la ims, postmodern) s o c i e t y . The concept o f Language is c e n t r a l t o 
Lyo ta rd ' s postmodernism, and is in I t s e l f an Ind ica to r o f the d i f f e r e n c e 
between a n t l - f o u n d a t l o n a l and f o u n d a t i o n a l theory^ . Lyo ta rd ' s use o f the 
concept o f n a r r a t l v l t y Is not r e s t r i c t e d t o h i s 'postmodern' work: I t Is a 
t ine o f argument t h a t he has pursued f o r some t ime (Lyotard, 1978; 
Lyo ta rd , 1981), bu t I t on l y reaches m a t u r i t y In The Postmodern Condi t ion . 
and Jus t Gaming. In the case o f The Postmodern Cond i t ion , the r o l e o f 
n a r r a t i v e s and n a r r a t l v l t y are c e n t r a l t o the change f rom modern i ty t o 
pos tmodern i t y . 
When we descr ibe the wo r l d around us t o ourse lves or t o each o ther , 
t h e r e a re a v a r i e t y o f modes t h a t our language can opera te In, which 
va ry accord ing t o the use t o which we In tend t o put our d e s c r i p t i o n . The 
two p r i n c i p a l fo rms o f d e s c r i p t i o n are sc ience and n a r r a t i v e , and they 
a re deployed In t e x t or conversa t ion as s c i e n t i f i c and n a r r a t i v e 
d i scou rse . I r o n i c a l l y , the term s c i e n t i f i c d iscourse appears t o be s e l f -
exp lana to ry , in t h a t a s c i e n t i f i c fo rm o f d e s c r i p t i o n Is e a s i l y 
recogn ised by i t s s t y l e a lone. N a r r a t i v e d iscourse is not as s imple a 
te rm as s c i e n t i f i c d i scou rse to de f i ne as i t descr ibes a huge v a r i e t y o f 
language a c t i o n s ; here I t Is necessary t o d i s t i n g u i s h f a c t u a l n a r r a t i v e 
d e s c r i p t i o n s and f a c t u a l n a r r a t i v e s f rom f i c t i o n a l n a r r a t i v e d e s c r i p t i o n s 
and f i c t i o n a l n a r r a t i v e s , or what a re more commonly ca l l ed s t o r i e s and 
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s t o r y t e l l i n g . A l though these forms are l inked, In t h i s chapter I t is 
f a c t u a l n a r r a t i v e s and n a r r a t i v e d e s c r i p t i o n s t h a t w i l l come under the 
c l o s e s t s c r u t i n y , and the speech ac ts t h a t these take place In w i l l be 
termed n a r r a t i o n s . Everyday l i f e is e f f e c t i v e l y a s e r i e s o f n a r r a t i o n s 
t a k i n g p lace between p a r t i c i p a n t s in conversa t ions , readers o f t e x t s , and 
when people t a l k t o themselves. (The I rony in t h i s i n i t i a l problem o f 
d e f i n i t i o n w i l l become c lea r t h rough the course o f t h i s chapter . ) 
There Is an Imbalance between sc ience and n a r r a t i v e . Rather than the 
two forms o f d i scou rse being used t o descr ibe d i f f e r e n t t h i ngs , 
s c i e n t i f i c d i scou rse is cons idered t o be the form o f d e s c r i p t i o n in 
s o c i e t y ; i t has become, s ince the En l igh tenment , the supe r i o r form o f 
d e s c r i p t i o n f o r both s o c i a l and n a t u r a l phenomena, Invested w i t h a 
degree o f t r u t h and Legi t imacy t h a t is denied t o n a r r a t i v e d iscourse. In 
recent years , however, a number o f s o c i a l t h e o r i s t s have a t tempted t o 
red ress t h i s imbalance, a rgu ing t h a t a l t hough s c i e n t i f i c d iscourse may be 
ve ry good a t p r o v i d i n g d e s c r i p t i o n s o f the n a t u r a l wo r l d in p rec ise and 
c l e a r ways, i t is no t a s u i t a b l e medium t o exp la in s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l 
phenomena. N a r r a t i v e d i scou rse is s u i t e d t o t h i s task as i t is the way 
t h a t we desc r i be no t on l y the s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l wo r l d t o ourse lves as 
i n t e r a c t a n t s w i t h i n I t , bu t a lso the way t h a t we w i l l exp la in sc ience and 
s c i e n t i f i c d i scou rse t o ou rse lves . Fu r the r , u n l i k e s c i e n t i f i c d iscourse , 
n a r r a t i v e s a re not i nves ted w i t h t r u t h f rom the form t h a t the u t t e rance 
takes, or f rom the l o c a t i o n o f the speaker In a p a r t i c u l a r I n s t i t u t i o n . 
N a r r a t i v e s a re judged t r u e or f a l s e f rom t h e i r content a lone, and d e r i v e 
meaning not f rom o the r s ta tements made e a r l i e r , bu t f rom t h e i r use In 
the p lay o f language in everyday l i f e and conversa t ion . The move t o 
r e i n s t a t e n a r r a t i v e d i scou rse In s o c i a l t heo ry comes f rom an a n t i -
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f o u n d a t i o n a l t r e n d In such theory , and in t h i s paper the work o f Hayden 
Whi te and A l a s d a i r Mac ln t y re w i l l be d iscussed be fo re looking in d e t a i l 
a t the work o f Jean-Frangols Lyo ta rd on the sub jec t o f n a r r a t i v e 
d i scou rse . Lyo ta rd , r a t h e r than r e s t r i c t i n g h i s argument In suppor t o f 
n a r r a t i v e t o the ope ra t i ons o f s o c i a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n s , makes the 
n a r r a t i v e : s c l e n c e o p p o s i t i o n the c e n t r a l t ene t o f h i s t h e s i s o f 
postmodern i t y ; I t is the c a t a l y s t t h a t has p r e c i p i t a t e d the en t r y o f 
Western I n d u s t r i a l s o c i e t i e s In to pos tmodern i ty . Rather than t r y i n g t o 
cha l lenge Lyo ta rd ' s e n t i r e t h e s i s on postmodernI ty 1 propose in t h i s 
chapter t o cha l lenge the Idea o f two exc lus i ve forms o f d iscourse a t 
work in s o c i e t y . In t h i s way I hope t o show t h a t Lyo ta rd 's uptake o f 
W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s Language-game theo ry jeopard ises the whole t h e s i s o f 
postmodern I t y and f o r c e s t he reader I n t o pe r fo rm ing a r a d i c a l 
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f Lyo ta rd ' s work which, a t best , can on ly be p a r t i a l l y 
succes fu t. 
Whi te, Mac ln ty re , and Lyo ta rd a l l conclude t h a t n a r r a t i v e s are c e n t r a l 
t o the work ings o f the human sc iences, bu t a r r i v e a t these conc lus ions 
by very d i f f e r e n t paths . The prominence t h a t they g i ve t o the oppos i t i on 
between sc ience and n a r r a t i v e sugges ts ways in which the human sciences 
can proceed In postmodern i t y , i f we take postmodern t t y t o be the epoch 
where the absence o f c r i t e r i a o f judgment becomes c r i t i c a l . The s e l f -
l e g i t i m a t i n g s t r u c t u r e o f n a r r a t i v e d i scourse , as opposed to the e x t e r n a l 
l e g i t i m a t i o n needed f o r s c i e n t i f i c d i scourse , a l l ows the ex tens ion o f 
knowledge in ways t h a t would be Impossib le w i t h i n a s c i e n t i f i c or 
f o u n d a t i o n a l ep is temology . 
N a r r a t i v e versus sc ience 
Vlco no ted , In h i s T h i r d New Science o f 1744-, t h a t the grammarians o f 
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h i s t ime were fond o f d i s t i n g u i s h i n g a 'proper ' language o f prose f rom 
an ' improper ' language o f verse, and went on t o show t ha t t h i s was 'a 
common e r r o r ' (Vlco, 1982:226) ^. A s i m i l a r d i s t i n c t i o n is made by the 
p o s l t l v i s t s o f modern i t y who d i v i d e the two main forms o f d iscourse o f 
our t ime, s c i e n t i f i c and n a r r a t i v e , i n t o a 'good' and a 'bad' form. Science 
has been seen as the fo rm o f exp lana t i on f o r a l l phenomena, both s o c i a l 
and n a t u r a l , and n a r r a t i v e as a fo rm o f d i scou rse t h a t w i l l s u f f i c e f o r 
everyday l i f e , bu t Is In genera l too f a r removed f rom the e x a c t i t u d e o f 
s c i e n t i f i c d i scou rse t o count as exp lana t i on . Th i s d i s t i n c t i o n i s a lso a 
'common e r r o r ' , and the promot ion o f s c i e n t i f i c d iscourse a t the expense 
o f n a r r a t i v e d i scou rse has r i g h t l y come under assau l t f rom a number o f 
d l f f e n t d i r e c t i o n s . Most prominent o f these is the work o f Jean-Francois 
Lyo ta rd , whose The Postmodern Cond i t ion has caused a w ide - rang ing debate 
in t he f i e l d o f s o c i a l t heo ry . Before moving t o a d e t a i l e d d iscuss ion o f 
aspects o f t he work o f Lyo ta rd , i t w i l l be u s e f u l t o consider the 
c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the cause o f n a r r a t i v e s In t he h i s t o r y o f the human 
sc iences made by Hayden White, and A lasda i r Mac ln ty re in phi losophy. 
Before embarking on t h i s d i scuss ion o f the v a r i e t y o f r o l es played by 
n a r r a t i v e s In the human sc iences, I t may be u s e f u l t o de f i ne a few 
terms. The human sc iences, when ana lyz ing language, are concerned w i t h 
t h e fo rm o f speech and w r i t i n g c a l l e d d iscourse . We can d i s t i n g u i s h 
d i scou rse by showing what i t i s not : i t is not pure f i c t i o n , or 
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d l o g i c a l demons t ra t ion (White, 1978: 2) . N a r r a t i v e s are 
s t o r i e s t h a t r e l a t e phenomena, bu t they are not j u s t d e s c r i p t i o n s f o r 
they e x h i b i t a s p e c i f i c s t r u c t u r e . Thus 'The k ing d ied and the queen 
d ied ' is a d e s c r i p t i o n or an account, but not a n a r r a t i v e , whereas 'The 
k ing d ied and t he queen then d ied o f g r i e f is a n a r r a t i v e : the n a r r a t i v e 
r e l a t e s a s e r i e s o f even ts t o g e t h e r and g i ves them, a t the very leas t , 
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an order . N a r r a t i v e s do t h i s w i t h o u t invok ing a se t o f laws (Roth, 1988: 
1). Th is d e f i n i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f n a r r a t i v e s pu ts them In d i r e c t 
o p p o s i t i o n t o s c i e n t i f i c exp lana t ion , which r e l a t e s d i s c r e t e events 
t o g e t h e r by the use o f laws, and then goes on t o invoke yet f u r t h e r 
laws f rom t h i s . The f o rm o f language c a l l e d d i scourse can be d i v i ded 
i n t o two realms, n a r r a t i v e and s c i e n t i f i c , and n a r r a t i v e can be f u r t h e r 
d i v i d e d i n t o f i c t i o n a l and n o n - f i c t i o n a l . Here we are concerned w i t h non-
f i c t i o n a l n a r r a t i v e d i scou rse and s c i e n t i f i c d iscourse , and the d i f f e r e n t 
r e l a t i o n s h i p each has w i t h the human and n a t u r a l sc iences* . 
The p o s i t i o n o f s c i e n t i f i c d i scou rse in the human sciences is an 
u n n a t u r a l one, and i s the r e s u l t o f the Enl ightenment movement towards 
p o s i t i v i s m and empi r i c i sm. Vlco, a l though assoc ia ted w i t h the 
En l igh tenment , i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the f i n a l phase o f medieval and 
renaissance ph i losophy, a t r a d i t i o n which saw t h a t the e f f e c t i v e ana l ys i s 
o f speech and w r i t i n g had t o be based upon the c l a s s i c a l concept ion o f 
r h e t o r i c , t h a t Is , one taken f rom the w r i t i n g s o f A r i s t o t l e . The 
r h e t o r i t i c lans o f V lco 's t ime and e a r l i e r cons idered the unders tand ing o f 
d i scou rse t o be a programme o f e l u c i d a t o r y techniques, whereas 
En l igh tenment t h i n k e r s , us ing Bacon's concept ion o f sc ience as a s t a r t i n g 
p o i n t , saw no need f o r such methods. The r i s e o f sc ience, and i t s 
accompanying p rec i se Language and log ic , rep laced the r h e t o r i c a l mode o f 
a n a l y s i s by s c i e n t i f i c ana l ys i s ; an approach based upon observable 
phenomena, r u l e governed methods, and hard r e s u l t s about the wor ld . 
Rhe to r i c s tands in d i r e c t o p p o s i t i o n t o Logic, and the success o f Logic 
cou ld be measured in te rms o f the demise o f r h e t o r i c and the 
d isappearance o f p h i l o l o g y th rough the e i g h t e e n t h and n ine teen th 
c e n t u r i e s . Humanism was de fea ted in the academic wo r l d by fo rma l ism and 
emp i r i c i sm, ye t I t is t h i s t r a d i t i o n t h a t has been r e s u r r e c t e d in the 
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l a t e t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry In p a r t i c u l a r by Hayden White (White, 1975, 1978 
& 1981). I t has a lso prompted the concern w i t h the n a r r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e 
o f contemporary d i scourse , and contemporary methods o f exp lana t ion , in 
the work o f A lasda i r Mac ln ty re (1977 & 1981), Jean-Frangols Lyo ta rd 
(1984 & 1985) and Richard H, Brown (1987). These w r i t e r s reasons f o r 
a t t e m p t i n g t o unders tand the u n d e r l y i n g fo rm o f d iscourses are bo th 
c r i t i c a l and e l u c i d a t o r y : e l u c i d a t o r y In the sense t h a t the means f o r 
assess ing v a l i d i t y in a t e x t can be sha rp l y increased by an 
unders tand ing o f t he pe rsuas ive dev ices w r i t e r s employ t o evidence an 
argument; c r i t i c a l in the sense t h a t once the under l y i ng form Is 
d i sp layed , a whole v a r i e t y o f problems, p r e v i o u s l y unnot iced, assoc ia ted 
w i t h t e x t u a l p r a c t i c e a re b rought t o l i g h t and remedies f o r exp lana to ry 
c l a r i t y can be suggested. Th is can be seen in the ways t h a t White, 
Mac ln ty re , and Lyo ta rd use n a r r a t i v e t o c o n s t r u c t , r espec t i ve l y , analyses 
o f t e x t s as n a r r a t i v e d i scourses , the a n a l y s i s o f the i n d i v i d u a l in 
s o c i e t y as a se t o f n a r r a t i v e s , and the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a s o c i a l theory 
based upon language pragmat ics . We s h a l l look a t the f i r s t two o f these 
uses o f n a r r a t i v i t y in t he human sciences b r i e f l y , be fo re look ing in some 
d e t a i l a t Lyo ta rd ' s s o c i a l t heo ry o f postmodernI ty . 
When we seek t o make sense o f such p rob lemat i c t o p i c s as human 
na tu re , c u l t u r e , soc i e t y , h i s t o r y , we never say p r e c i s e l y what we 
wish t o say or mean p r e c i s e l y what we say. Our d iscourse always 
tends t o s l i p away f rom our da ta towards the s t r u c t u r e s o f 
consc iousness w i t h which we are t r y i n g t o grasp them; or , what 
amounts t o the same t h i n g , the data always r e s i s t s the 
coherency o f the Image which we are t r y i n g t o fash ion ou t o f 
them. (White, 1978: 1) 
- 1 8 -
The f a i l u r e o f the human sc iences t o come t o terms w i t h t h i s problem 
is a t the r oo t o f Hayden Whi te 's a t tempt t o r e - i n t r o d u c e the V lc ian 
t r a d i t i o n o f r h e t o r i c a l a n a l y s i s , and In p a r t i c u l a r , the methodology o f 
' t r o p l n g ' . T rop ing is s imp ly the way t h a t f i g u r e s o f speech w i l l be used 
in d i scou rse t o ac t In a n o n - l i t e r a l way. White uses t h i s as a t o o l In 
human sc ience a n a l y s i s f o r two reasons. 
F i r s t , t o look a t the ways t h a t the human sc iences use Language, and 
deploy r h e t o r i c a l f i g u r e s t o c o n s t r u c t t h e o r i e s and put across Ideas and 
op in ions In conv inc ing ways. Whi te makes an I n t e r e s t i n g d iscovery In h i s 
T rop i cs o f D iscourse. In ana lyz ing r h e t o r i c a l s t r u c t u r e s tha t a v a r i e t y 
o f u n r e l a t e d t e x t s employed he shows t h a t t he re Is a major unde r l y i ng 
fo rm t h a t is f o l l o w e d t o emplot the m a t e r i a l In to a n a r r a t i v e . I t is 
aga in fom Vlco t h a t the f o u r f o l d s tages o f t r o p l n g are taken. Metaphor, 
metonymy, synedoche, and i rony, a re p rog ress i ve s tages in the r h e t o r i c a l 
development o f an argument. In a d d i t i o n , they correspond, accord ing t o 
White, t o the dreamwork mechanisms suggested by Freud in h i s 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Dreams, and the f o u r s tages o f the c o g n i t i v e 
development o f the c h i l d suggested by P laget . E.P. Thompson's s tudy o f 
the Eng l i sh work ing c lass cha r t s the r i s e o f c lass consciousness s ince 
t he e i g h t e e n t h cen tu ry , a s h i f t f rom e a r l y metaphor ica l consciousness 
and a d e s i r e f o r l i b e r t y , t o the i r o n i c phase o f s e l f consciousness 
v i s i b l e in the l a t e n i ne teen th cen tu ry . In t u r n , t h i s r e f l e c t s the way 
t h a t Marx used t he t r o p i c a l s t r u c t u r e s t o mark the s tages in a 
d iach ron l c process o f the r i s e o f c a p i t a l i s m . These w r i t e r s use a 
p a r t i c u l a r techn ique f o r empLot t ing m a t e r i a l In to t h e i r n a r r a t i v e ; t h i s 
is m i r r o r e d in much o f the m a t e r i a l i t s e l f . 
Second, Whi te Is concerned about the s t a t u s o f the human sciences. 
The n a r r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e o f these d i s c i p l i n e s e f f e c t i v e l y re l ega tes them 
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t o a second-c lass p o s i t i o n in desc r i b i ng the wor ld . We may be unable t o 
have a p r o p e r l y s c i e n t i f i c knowledge o f human na tu re , but we can have 
the k ind o f knowledge t h a t r e f l e c t s human consciousness In i t s w r i t i n g s . 
Whi te uses the examples o f a r t and l i t e r a t u r e t o I l l u s t r a t e t h i s ; they 
can show us aspects o f human consciousness th rough n a r r a t i v e t h a t we 
f i n d d i f f i c u l t t o express In any o ther way. 
T r o p i c a l a n a l y s i s o f d i scou rse achieves a number o f t h i ngs , most 
Impor tant o f which is t o p rov ide us w i t h a c l a s s l f i c a t o r y scheme t h a t 
a l l o w s comparison o f the s t r u c t u r e ra the r than the contents o f d i f f e r e n t 
t e x t s . I t Is obv ious t o say t h a t Marx and Freud p r o f f e r d i f f e r e n t 
t h e o r i e s in te rms o f t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e con ten ts ; such a f i n d i n g is not 
ve ry u s e f u l , and as Whi te p o i n t s ou t , f i l e s In the face o f the p r a c t i c e 
o f d i scou rse . 
. . . the d i scou rse i s in tended t o constitute the ground whereon to 
decide what shall count as a fact in the ma t te r s under 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n and t o determine what mode of comprehension is 
best s u i t e d t o the unders tand ing o f the f a c t s thus c o n s t i t u t e d . 
(White, 1978: 3) 
To d iscover t h a t the s t r u c t u r e Marx and Freud both deploy is s i m i l a r Is 
p e r t i n e n t t o an unders tand ing o f the c u l t u r a l cond i t i ons o f t h e i r theory 
p roduc t i on , and may r e f l e c t a whole v a r i e t y o f t h i ngs . For example, is 
the f o u r f o l d t r o p e common t o a l l d i s c u r s i v e e n t i t i e s t h a t a t tempt theory 
c o n s t r u c t i o n , and i f so is I t an innate c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f human 
consciousness? 
Whi te 's a n a l y s i s o f the v a r i e t i e s o f d i scourse and t h e i r use o f 
n a r r a t i v e , a l t hough s o p h i s t i c a t e d , is not p a r t i c u l a r l y w ide - rang ing , and 
w i t h i n t he human sc iences goes on t o focus on h i s t o r y . White uses 
s c i e n t i f i c Language as a marker t o measure, f o r example, the rea l i sm o f 
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h i s t o r i c a l accounts , bu t does not cha l lenge the s t a t u s o f t h i s s c i e n t i f i c 
language i t s e l f . The s u p e r i o r i t y o f s c i e n t i f i c d iscourse t o n a r r a t i v e 
d i scou rse Is i m p l i c i t l y upheld by h i s work, even though White uses the 
a n t i - E n l i g h t e n m e n t s t andpo in t o f r h e t o r i c a l a n a l y s i s as the s t a r t i n g 
p o i n t f o r h i s work. 
A lasda i r Mac ln t y re a l so expresses o p p o s i t i o n t o the Enl ightenment 
(Mac ln ty re , 1981 & 1988), bu t u n l i k e White, he does take up the issue o f 
the s t a t u s o f s c i e n t i f i c d iscourse . In h i s a n a l y s i s o f n a r r a t i v e and 
n a r r a t i v i t y he p resen ts a s t r o n g chal lenge t o the supposed s u p e r i o r i t y 
o f s c i e n t i f i c over n a r r a t i v e d iscourse . Mac ln ty re ' s i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f 
n a r r a t i v i t y has t h ree main aims: 
1 To show t h a t n a r r a t l v l t y is the p r i n c i p a l way t h a t we descr ibe the 
s o c i a l w o r l d t o ou rse l ves , bu t t h a t t h i s method Inva r i ab l y Leads t o 
c o n t e s t a b l l l t y . 
2 To show t h a t the d i f f e r e n c e between s c i e n t i f i c exp lana t ion and 
n a r r a t i v e exp lana t i on is one t h a t a r i s e s f rom the na tu re o f 
n a r r a t i v i t y , and not f rom the sub jec t mat te r t h a t these respec t i ve 
forms may deploy. 
3 To show t h a t n a r r a t i v e s , as w e l l as be ing c o n s t i t u t i v e o f the speech 
o f our everyday Lives, a re a l so the way t h a t our l i ves are ordered by 
ou rse lves . 
(These t h r e e alms appear, r e s p e c t i v e l y . In t h ree recent works by 
Mac ln t y re ; The E s s e n t i a l C o n t e s t a b i i I t y o f Some Soc ia l Concepts; 
Eplstemo Log l ea l Cr ises . Dramat ic N a r r a t i v e and the Phi losophy o f Science; 
and A f t e r V i r t u e . I w i l l b r i e f l y d iscuss each o f these in t u r n . ) 
A l though Mac ln t y re ' s rework ing o f G a l l i e ' s t h e s i s o f e s s e n t i a l 
c o n t e s t a b l l l t y does not inc lude s p e c i f i c re fe rence to n a r r a t i v e 
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d iscou rse , we can read The E s s e n t i a l Con tes tab lL l t y o f Some Soc ia l 
Concepts as be ing concerned w i t h the way t h a t n a r r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e s 
opera te In s o c i a l sc ience and everyday s o c i a l debate. Mac ln ty re descr ibes 
t he o p p o s i t i o n between s c i e n t i f i c accounts, based upon observa t ion o f 
n a t u r a l phenomena, and accounts based upon b e l i e f s and op in ions . 
Quest ions about the n a t u r a l wo r l d can be g iven d e f i n i t e and 
uncon tes tab le answers, bu t the s o c i a l w o r l d cannot be descr ibed In such 
unambiguous ways due t o the open t e x t u r e o f the concepts a v a i l a b l e t o 
desc r ibe i t . 
B e l i e f s are p a r t i a l l y c o n s t i t u t i v e o f a t Least some c e n t r a l 
s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s and p r a c t i c e s , and such b e l i e f s always 
i nvo l ve some v e r s i o n o f a concept o f the i n s t i t u t i o n or p r a c t i c e 
in ques t i on . There Is no p a r a l l e l t o t h i s In the es tab l i shed 
n a t u r a l sc iences. (Mac ln ty re , 1973: 3) 
Where does t h i s leave the s o c i a l p r a c t i c e t h a t we c a l l s o c i a l science? I t 
Is an amalgam o f concepts and the techn iques f o r t h e i r deployment, 
coupled t o a way o f o r d e r i n g the s o c i a l wor ld . 
The behaviour t h a t Is cap tu red by the concept o f a p o l i t i c a l 
p a r t y or a f a m i l y or an army or a s o c i a l c lass Is I t s e l f 
behav iour In formed by the concept in ques t i on . (Maclntyre, 1973: 
3) 
I f we app ly t h i s Idea t o the a c t i v i t i e s o f s o c i a l sc ience we f i n d 
t h a t t he concepts t h a t s o c i a l sc ience uses make up, in pa r t , the way 
t h a t a s o c i a l sc ience sees the wo r l d ; more s p e c i f i c a l l y the way t ha t a 
s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t sees t he w o r l d and c o n s t r u c t s accounts about I t . As 
such, t he accounts t h a t s o c i a l sc ience pu ts f o r w a r d , I t s n a r r a t i v e s , w i l l 
a lways have a degree o f c o n t e s t a b l l i t y t h a t is dependent upon the 
concepts be ing used, the d e f i n i t i o n s t h a t these concepts are g iven, the 
- 22 -
way t h a t t hey are deployed, and the a t t i t u d e o f the s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t . 
Mac ln t y re p o i n t s ou t t h a t c o n t e s t a b i l l t y can be overcome th rough the use 
o f power, a l t hough he does not o f f e r examples o f how t h i s cou ld be done, 
or what fo rm o f power Is r e q u i r e d , but the c o n t e s t a b i L l ty o f the s o c i a l 
sc iences in t h e i r p resen t fo rm cannot be overcome. 
From the t e n t a t i v e conc lus ions o f the e s s e n t i a l c o n t e s t a b i I i t y t hes i s , 
Mac ln t y re goes f u r t h e r i n t o the ques t i on o f n a r r a t i v e s ; In h i s rework ing 
o f Thomas Kuhn's s c i e n t i f i c r e v o l u t i o n s t h e s i s (Maclntyre, 1977), he 
looks a t the way t h a t a s c i e n t i f i c community w i l l r e s t r u c t u r e I t s e l f 
between paradigms th rough the veh i c le o f an ep i s temo log i ca l c r i s i s . An 
epistemoLog lea l c r i s i s i s the s t a t e o f a f f a i r s where the r e l a t i o n s h i p o f 
'seems' t o ' i s ' becomes confused (Macln tyre , 1977: 453). 
When an epis temo log lea l c r i s i s Is reso lved , I t is by the 
c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a new n a r r a t i v e which enables the agent t o 
unders tand both how he or she cou ld I n t e l l i g i b l y ho ld h i s or her 
o r i g i n a l b e l i e f s and how he or she cou ld have been so 
d r a s t i c a l l y m is led by them. The n a r r a t i v e In terms o f which he 
or she f i r s t unders tood and ordered exper iences is I t s e l f made 
i n t o t he sub jec t o f an en la rged n a r r a t i v e . (Macln tyre , 1977: 455) 
Mac ln t y re uses G a l l U e o as an example o f t h i s . The c o n f l i c t between 
PtoLomalc and Copernlcan astronomy Led to a f l o u r i s h i n g o f 
I ns t r umen ta l Ism, and a block on ex tens ion o f any theory . Gal Li Leo 
reso l ved t h i s c r i s i s by r e w r i t i n g the n a r r a t i v e which c o n s t i t u t e d the 
s c i e n t i f i c t r a d i t i o n o f h i s t ime in h i s work. The n a r r a t i v e o f the 
s c i e n t i f i c t r a d i t i o n , w i t h i t s concomitant n o t i o n o f a cont inuous h i s t o r y 
is t he l oca t i on f o r t r u t h and reason In the sc iences. Science is not 
another fo rm o f n a r r a t i v e d iscourse , a l t hough a t t imes I t has t o use the 
methods o f n a r r a t i v e t o e f f e c t e s s e n t i a l r e s t r u c t u r i n g s , but I t Is who l l y 
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r e l i a n t upon n a r r a t i v e f o r I t s meaning, as t h i s meaning a r i s e s f rom the 
s t o r y t h a t sc ience t e l l s about I t s e l f . S c i e n t i f i c r e v o l u t i o n s , In the 
o r i g i n a l Kuhnian sense o f the term, proceed not by r e s t r u c t u r i n g the 
puzz les f a c i n g s c i e n t i s t s , but by a r e v o l u t i o n a r y r e c o n s t l t u t l o n o f the 
t r a d i t i o n t h a t sc ience works w i t h . The leg i t imacy o f s c i e n t i f i c d iscourse 
does not r e s i d e in t he sub jec t ma t te r o f sc ience so much as in the 
n a r r a t i v e expounded w i t h I t , or imp l ied by I t , t ha t con ta ins the 
t r a d i t i o n , h i s t o r y and reason o f sc ience. I t Is s u r p r i s i n g t h a t Mac ln tyre 
does not te rm t h i s a d d i t i o n a l , but unseen, component o f s c i e n t i f i c 
d i scou rse metanarrat ive. 
The t h i r d aspect o f Mac ln ty re ' s uptake o f n a r r a t i v i t y is h i s 
unders tand ing o f the way t h a t people make sense o f t h e i r l i v e s as a 
whole, and w i t h I t s emphasis on the p r a c t i c e s o f everyday l i f e and the 
bases f o r the a n a l y s i s o f such. I t Is e f f e c t i v e l y a soc io logy . In A f t e r 
V i r t u e Mac ln t y re wants t o show how the v i r t u e s o f a n t i q u i t y , and indeed 
our whole concept ion o f m o r a l i t y , has f a l l e n In to d i s a r r a y th rough the 
course o f modern i ty . There are ways t o r e i n s t a t e the v i r t u e s , and one o f 
these Is t h rough the dev ice o f n a r r a t i v i t y , or r a the r a r e c o g n i t i o n o f 
t he importance o f n a r r a t i v i t y In our l i ves . 
Wi th I n t e l l i g i b l e a c t i o n s as the base po in t f o r ana lys i s , Mac ln ty re 
shows how we c o n s t r u c t n a r r a t i v e s about ou rse lves , and about o the rs , by 
p lac ing ep isodes, even ts and ac t i ons in the con tex t o f a se t o f 
h i s t o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e s . Th is o rde rs our r e a l i t y and makes i t mean ing fu l . 
...we render the a c t i o n s o f o the rs I n t e l l i g i b l e In t h i s way 
because a c t i o n I t s e l f has a b a s i c a l l y h i s t o r i c a l charac ter . I t Is 
because we a l l l i v e out n a r r a t i v e s In our l i ves and because we 
unders tand our own l i ves In te rms o f the n a r r a t i v e s t h a t we 
Live ou t t h a t the fo rm o f n a r r a t i v e is app rop r i a te f o r 
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unders tand ing the a c t i o n s o f o the rs . S t o r i e s are l i ved be fore 
they a re t o l d ~ except In the case o f pure f i c t i o n . (Maclntyre, 
1981; 211) 
As w i t h the n a r r a t i v e s o f f i c t i o n s , the n a r r a t i v e s we cons t ruc t o f our 
everyday Lives, and the va r i ous r o l e s t h a t we w i l l p lay as a consequence 
o f t h i s , have a beg inn ing , a middle, and an end. We become the sub jec t s 
o f a n a r r a t i v e t h a t runs f rom our b i r t h t o our death, and we are co -
a u t h o r s o f t he s t o r y ; c o - a u t h o r s w i t h a l l t he o ther ac to rs t h a t we 
i n t e r a c t w i t h and who can a f f e c t the way t h a t our Lives un fo ld . Society 
can be seen as an I n t e r l o c k i n g se t o f n a r r a t i v e s , embedded w i t h i n each 
o the r ; we are accountab le t o our own n a r r a t i v e , as the sub jec t o f i t , and 
we a l l share the same degree o f a c c o u n t a b i l i t y . 
Such an account o f l i f e as n a r r a t i v e is not new; Goffman proposed 
much the same n o t i o n o f the s e l f In soc i e t y , as d i d Nietzsche^. What is 
d i f f e r e n t about Mac ln t y re ' s account o f the s e l f is h i s p r e s c r i p t i o n f o r 
r e t u r n i n g m o r a l i t y and u n i t y t o human Li fe, and the v i r t u e s t o soc ie t y . 
The u n i t y o f a human l i f e Is the u n i t y o f a n a r r a t i v e quest. 
(Mac ln ty re , 1981: 219) 
What is I t t h a t we shou ld d i r e c t our quest towards? The quest should 
be f o r the good L i fe f o r man, and the good L i fe f o r man, accord ing t o 
Mac ln t y re , i s the L i fe spent in seeking the good L i fe f o r man. Only the 
v i r t u e s w i l l enable us t o unders tand what t h i s Is. 
N a r r a t i v e s have become devalued in our s o c i e t y and our methods f o r 
unders tand ing s o c i e t y t h rough modern i ty due t o the hegemony o f science 
and log ic , t o the e x t e n t t h a t , in the words o f Richard H. Brown, they 
have become 'an endangered species (Brown, 1978: 3). The work o f 
Whi te and Mac ln t y re shows some o f the ways t h a t the human sciences 
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have, in recen t years , a t t emp ted t o r e i n s t a t e n a r r a t i v e s as a u s e f u l t o o l 
f o r the a n a l y s i s o f s o c i a l l i f e , and f o r the ana l ys i s o f accounts o f 
s o c i a l phenomena. Whi te shows us t h a t n a r r a t i v e s are u s e f u l f o r the 
human sc iences t o r e i n t e r p r e t i t s accounts in a h i s t o r i c a l con tex t . 
Mac ln t y re shows the importance o f n a r r a t i v e s f o r sc ience, f o r ourse lves , 
and f o r t he r e i ns ta temen t o f m o r a l i t y and j u s t i c e . A l l these themes 
appear, In somewhat d i f f e r e n t forms, in Jean-Frangois Lyo ta rd 's account 
o f postmodern s o c i e t y , and In h i s methodology f o r unders tand ing 
postmodern s o c i a l L i fe . 
Lyo ta rd ' s s o c i a l t heo ry Is a c r i t i q u e o f the f a i l u r e o f s tandard 
f o u n d a t i o n a l s o c i a l sc ience accounts t o f u l f i l l I t s promise o f t echn i ca l 
s o l u t i o n s t o s o c i a l I ssues* . Lyo ta rd ' s s tudy o f the cond i t i on o f 
knowledge In postmodern i t y is based upon the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f a c r i s i s 
o f n a r r a t i v e s in s o c i e t y , and t h i s c r i s i s , which Is e f f e c t i v e l y a 
m isunders tand ing o f the r o l e t h a t n a r r a t i v e p lays In soc ie t y . Is the 
d e f i n i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f a postmodern soc i e t y . 
Jean-Franco Is Lyo ta rd and n a r r a t i v e s in postmodernI ty 
Lyo ta rd cons iders the s o c i a l wo r l d t o be a wo r l d o f s t o r i e s ; the re 
a re the everyday s t o r i e s , n a r r a t i v e s , t h a t we use a l l the t ime t o 
desc r ibe t he w o r l d around us In our own terms. There are a lso the 
s t o r i e s t h a t we are t o l d by the r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s , 
such as the government in I t s v a r i o u s m a n i f e s t a t i o n s , and the s c i e n t i f i c 
community. These are ' t r u e ' s t o r i e s - or r a t h e r s t o r i e s t h a t the n a r r a t o r 
expec ts us t o b e l i e v e because they a re charged w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r s t a t u s 
due t o the con tex t t h a t they are se t in , and due t o t h e i r r e l i ance upon 
another ' t r u e ' s t o r y I m p l i c i t In the d iscourse . Lyo ta rd c a l l s these 
'me tana r ra t I ves ' (Lyo ta rd , 1984: x x l v ) . His aim Is t o show th rough h i s 
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work on t he ep is temo Log lea l c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f postmodern i t y , t h a t the re is 
a c r i s i s in n a r r a t i v e s , and, f u r t h e r , t h a t s tandard accounts o f the s o c i a l 
wo r l d , (accounts based upon a s c i e n t i f i c methodology and eplstemoLogy) 
are no Longer u s e f u l f o r desc r i b i ng s o c i a l r e a l i t y . For Lyo tard , 
pos tmodern i t y r e s t s on the way n a r r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e s operate In soc ie ty ; 
h i s c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n o f s o c i e t y is who l l y based on 'Language games' 
(Lyo ta rd , 1984: 10). 
Lyo ta rd ' s the Postmodern Cond i t ion . the c e n t r a l t e x t In the 
postmodern I t y debate. Is p r i m a r i l y concerned w i t h the c o n f l i c t between 
the 'modern' and the 'postmodern ' , the r o l e which they p lay in the 
o p e r a t i o n o f knowledge In soc i e t y , and the ways t h a t t ha t knowledge Is 
deployed In d i scou rse . 
I w i l l use the te rm modern t o des igna te any science t h a t 
l e g i t i m a t e s i t s e l f w i t h re fe rence t o a metad iscourse o f t h i s 
k i nd making an e x p l i c i t appeal t o some grand n a r r a t i v e , such as 
t he d i a l e c t i c s o f s p i r i t , t he hermeneut ics o f meaning, the 
emanc ipat ion o f the r a t i o n a l or work ing sub jec t , or the c rea t i on 
o f wea l th . (Lyo ta rd , 1984: x x l l i ) 
L y o t a r d c h a r a c t e r i s e s a l l f o u n d a t i o n a l approaches as being based on 
appeals t o e x t e r n a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n s (metad lscourse /metanar ra t i ve ) which 
a re not p a r t o f t he everyday ope ra t i on o f language. We w i l l r e t u r n t o 
t h i s po i n t in ana l ys ing Lyo ta rd ' s v iew o f sc ience and p o l i t i c s as c lose l y 
r e l a t e d language games th rough t h e i r s i m i l a r s t r u c t u r e s and methods ( in 
the above q u o t a t i o n i t shou ld be noted t h a t Lyo ta rd is us ing 'sc ience' in 
i t s broadest sense, i.e. knowledge). I t is enough to say, f o r the moment, 
t h a t L y o t a r d be l i eves t h a t me tana r ra t I ve Is t h a t which g ives sc ience, and 
government, t h e i r s t a t u s , and t h a t t h i s appara tus has become redundant 
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due t o developments In knowledge and s o c i a l L i fe. Postmodern i t y Is thus: 
. . . i n c r e d u l i t y towards metanar ra t Ives. Th is i n c r e d u l i t y Is 
undoubted ly a p roduc t o f p rogress In the sciences: but t ha t 
p rog ress In t u r n presupposes i t . (Lyo tard , 1984: x x i v ) 
Th i s d ichotomy, o f t he modern and the postmodern, is used th roughou t The 
Postmodern Cond i t i on t o look a t the way t h a t soc ie t y works. Soc ia l 
cohesion can be hypo the t l sed in two broad ways accord ing to Lyo ta rd ; one 
r i g h t and one wrong. The wrong way t o do i t Is what Lyo ta rd c a l l s ' the 
modern a l t e r n a t i v e ' (Lyo tard , 1984: 11); t h i s approach r e s t s on 
rep resen t i ng s o c i e t y as an o rgan ic whole, a s e l f - r e g u l a t i n g system, t o 
use Parsons' t e rm ino logy (Parsons, 1969); or t o see I t as d i v i d e d i n to 
two g rea t c lasses , t o use Marx's te rm ino logy (Marx & Engels, 1969). 
These two v iews, t he f u n c t i o n a l i s t and the Marx i s t , have dominated 
s o c i o l o g i c a l t heo ry t h roughou t modern i ty , and Lyo ta rd descr ibes these 
ideas as ' o p t i m i s t i c ' (Lyo tard , 1984: 11). They are wrong because the 
p o s i t i n g o f knowledge as e i t h e r f u n c t i o n a l or c r i t i c a l Is q u i t e s imply 
Inaccura te as an account o f contemporary soc i e t y . Much b e t t e r , according 
t o Lyo ta rd , Is the postmodern pe rspec t i ve t h a t takes i n t o account the 
way t h a t knowledge Is s t r u c t u r e d around our ways o f t a l k i n g , our forms 
o f d i scou rse (Lyo tard , 1984: 14). 
The postmodern pe rspec t i ve is based on a v iew o f language games as 
t he s o c i a l t o t a l i t y , such t h a t the Idea o f the d i s s o l u t i o n o f the s o c i a l 
bond, a l i e n a t i o n , or the d i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f the soc ia l aggregate becomes 
absurd ; 
Young or o l d , man or woman, r i c h o r poor, a person i s a lways 
Located a t 'nodal p o i n t s ' o f s p e c i f i c communication c i r c u i t s , 
however t i n y these may be. (Lyotard , 1984: 15) 
L y o t a r d sugges ts t h a t s o c i e t y is no th ing more than a vas t number o f 
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language p a r t i c l e s pass ing th rough p a r t i c u l a r po in t s , and f rom t h i s 
p o s i t i o n L y o t a r d can proceed t o look a t the ope ra t i on o f language games 
In soc i e t y . Pursu ing Foucau l t ' s I d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f d iscourse as the 
o p e r a t i o n o f power and knowledge (Lyotard , 1984: 9y, Lyo ta rd looks a t 
knowledge in language games and concludes t h a t t he re are two s o r t s o f 
knowledge man i fes ted In d iscourse ; s c i e n t i f i c knowledge and n a r r a t i v e 
knowledge. Knowledge; 
Is what makes someone capable o f fo rming 'good' deno ta t i ve 
u t t e r a n c e s , bu t a l so 'good' p r e s c r i p t i v e and 'good' e v a l u a t i v e 
u t t e r a n c e s ' . (Lyo ta rd , 1984: 18) 
A l l language games have t o be l e g i t i m a t e d In some way f o r them t o be 
deployed In s o c i e t y . The language pragmat ics o f everyday l i f e are based 
on n a r r a t l v l t y and are s e l f - L e g i t i m a t i n g ; they r e q u i r e no appeal t o 
e x t e r n a l c r i t e r i a (me tana r ra t I ves ) and Lyo ta rd ' s p o s i t i o n here Is c lose 
to the e thnomethodo leg i s t s In terms o f our common unders tand ings o f the 
language o f everyday l i f e (Ga r f l nke l , 1967). There Is consensus In each 
p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l c i r c l e over what counts as the re l evan t c r i t e r i a t h a t 
w i l t desc r ibe what knowledge is ; t h i s is what c o n s t i t u t e s the c u l t u r e o f 
a people. 
N a r r a t i v e s ... de termine c r i t e r i a o f competence and/or I l l u s t r a t e 
how they are t o be app l i ed . Thus they de f i ne what has the r i g h t 
t o be s a i d and done In the c u l t u r e In ques t ion , and s ince they 
are themselves a p a r t o f t h a t c u l t u r e , they are l e g i t i m a t e d by 
the s imp le f a c t t h a t they do what they do. (Lyotard, 1984: 23) 
Opposed t o t h i s is the p ragmat ic o f s c i e n t i f i c knowledge. When t a l k i n g 
about s c i e n t i f i c knowledge, Lyo ta rd Is making re fe rence t o the language 
game o f sc ience, bu t a l so wants t o draw wider conc lus ions f rom t h i s 
a n a l y s i s . 
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The po in t Is t h a t t he re Is a s t r i c t I n te r l inkage between the 
k ind o f language c a l l e d sc ience and the k ind c a l l e d e t h i c s and 
p o l i t i c s : they both stem f rom the same perspec t i ve , the same 
'cho ice ' I f you w i l l - t he choice c a l l e d the Occident. (Lyotard , 
1984: 8) 
Two p o i n t s p e r t a i n here; Lyo ta rd Is making the same move as 
Feyerabend makes In Aga ins t Method In l i n k i n g science t o p o l i t i c s 
(Feyerabend, 1978: 295 -309) , indeed he Is us ing Feyerabend's ' s t y l e ' t o 
g i ve l eg i t imacy t o h i s own argument. The o the r Is the ob l ique re ference 
t o the En l igh tenment p r o j e c t , a theme Impor tant t o the d i scuss ion o f The 
Postmodern Cond i t i on . S c i e n t i f i c knowledge Is deployed In a v a r i e t y o f 
ways; teach ing , research , exp la i n i ng s c i e n t i f i c knowledge and 
achievements t o the n o n - s c l e n t I f Ic community. S c i e n t i f i c language uses 
the same p r i n c i p l e s as n a r r a t i v e language In p r a c t i c e . I.e. they are both 
composed o f s ta temen ts and governed by r u l e s . But science requ i r es 
s p e c i f i c t h i n g s f rom I t s language, and t h i s Is where I t d i f f e r s f rom 
n a r r a t i v e knowledge. The deno ta t i ve s ta tement must be r e t a i n e d and 
p r i v i l e g e d above a l l o the r s ta tements , o t he rw i se ' t r u t h ' becomes f r e e -
f l o a t i n g and p a r t i c u l a r t o con tex t (as In n a r r a t i v e games In the soc ia l 
wo r l d ) . L y o t a r d c h a r a c t e r i s e s the game o f sc ience as, '...a d lachron lc 
t e m p o r a l i t y , t h a t Is, a memory and a p r o j e c t . ' (Lyotard , 1984: 26) as 
opposed t o the n a r r a t i v e game which Is synchronic . The re fe rence always 
be longs t o the p resen t even though we may t h i n k I t belongs t o the past. 
But t he d lach ron l c n a t u r e o f the sc ience game Is an a r t i f i c i a l 
c o n s t r u c t i o n t h a t Is a lways changing In respec t t o the 'memory content ' . 
The p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s o f sc ience remain cons tan t bu t the p resuppos i t i ons 
d i c t a t e what counts as the memory. In sho r t , the memory and 
p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s de te rmine the boundar ies f o r l e g i t i m a t e sc ience^. 
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Language games 
At t h i s po i n t , Lyo ta rd ' s t h e s i s about the d i s t i n c t i o n between 
n a r r a t i v e and m e t a n a r r a t I v e runs In to t r o u b l e . Cen t ra l t o Lyo ta rd 's 
t h e s i s o f n a r r a t l v l t y is the concept o f ' language-game'; in both The 
Postmodern Cond i t i on and Jus t Gaming Lyo ta rd uses t h i s concept t o 
i nd i ca te the bas ic u n i t f o r the a n a l y s i s o f d iscourse. I f we take 
d i scou rse t o be the a c t u a l i t y o f language ope ra t i on , then the form o f 
d i scou rse can be a b s t r a c t e d f rom t h i s ; f o r Lyo ta rd t h i s fo rm w i l l be 
e i t h e r n a r r a t i v e or me tana r ra t i ve . In bo th cases the d iscourse w i l l 
proceed th rough the o p e r a t i o n and deployment o f language-games. Lyo ta rd 
acknowledges a debt t o W i t t g e n s t e i n f o r h i s method o f language ana l ys i s 
t h rough language-games. However, t h i s t r a n s f e r o f concepts between 
W i t t g e n s t e i n and L y o t a r d Is by no means a s imple one; Indeed I w i l l 
a rgue here t h a t L y o t a r d miscons t rues W i t t g e n s t e i n t o the ex ten t t h a t the 
reader must make a r a d i c a l r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the whole o f Lyo ta rd 's 
language a n a l y s i s t o ma in ta in a degree o f i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y In the r e s t o f 
Lyo ta rd ' s t heo ry o f the postmodern. Even when such a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n Is 
c a r r i e d ou t , the r e s u l t Is on ly p a r t i a l l y s u c c e s f u l In p rov id ing a backup 
f o r Lyo ta rd ' s I n t e n t i o n , namely h i s c r i t i c i s m o f m e t a n a r r a t i v l t y . 
Par t o f the problem t h a t appears In Lyo ta rd ' s usage o f W i t t g e n s t e i n 
stems f rom an over l i t e r a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f ' language-game'. In many 
ways I t has been u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t t r a n s l a t o r s o f W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s work 
have t r a n s l a t e d Sprachspiel as 'Language-game'. Th is ' d i r e c t ' t r a n s l a t i o n 
does not convey the f u l l meaning o f the German term and, due t o t h i s 
r educ t l on l sm, I t p resen ts the reader w i t h a f a l s e sense o f W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s 
concept ion o f the n a t u r e o f Language. Sprach is gene ra l l y t r a n s l a t e d as 
language, tongue, speech, t a l k , but Spiel Is t r a n s l a t e d In Sprachspiel as 
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a game, whereas Spiel can a l so mean a match, or p lay In genera l , the 
s lackness or p lay o f a p i s t o n or va lve , the a c t i o n o f muscles, ch l l ds 
p lay , scope, a p l a y t h i n g , and, most s i g n i f i c a n t l y , the manner o f p lay ing a 
mus ica l i ns t rumen t . The po in t t h a t t h i s I l l u s t r a t e s Is t h a t r a the r than 
being a s imp le concept, o f p laye rs t a k i n g up p o s i t i o n s In r e l a t i o n t o 
each o the r ( the ' r ece i ved v e r s i o n ' o f language-game), Sprachspiel can 
a l so be seen as a much more nebulous phenomenon; a p lay o f f o rces , or 
an 'atmosphere' r a t h e r than a s e r i e s o f moves t h a t can be observed. 
Sprachspiel does e x i s t f o r W i t t g e n s t e i n , but not In the way t h a t Lyotard , 
and o the r n e o - W l t t g e n s t e l n l a n s seem t o t h i nk . W i t t g e n s t e i n does not make 
t h i s concept easy f o r h i s readers ; a t t imes he t r e a t s language-games as 
concre te phenomena, a t o the r t imes he uses the concept, q u i t e obv ious ly , 
as a metaphor, or a d im in ished e a s i l y appra ised ve rs ion o f ' r e a l ' 
language; 
We can a l so c a l l t h i n k o f the whole process o f us ing words In 
(2) as one o f those games by means o f which ch i l d ren learn 
t h e i r n a t i v e language. I w i l l c a l l these games ' language-games' 
and w i l l sometimes speak o f a p r i m i t i v e language as a language-
game. And the process o f naming the s tones and o f repea t ing 
words a f t e r someone might a l so be c a l l e d language-games. Think 
o f much o f the use o f words in games l i ke r I n g - a - r l n g - a - r o s e s . 
I s h a l l c a l l t he whole, c o n s i s t i n g o f Language and the ac t i ons 
In to which I t Is woven, the ' language-game'. (W i t t gens te in , 1958 
§7) 
W i t t g e n s t e i n does go f u r t h e r than j u s t d e f i n i n g p r i m i t i v e language, or 
nu r se r y rhymes as language-games, but a lways t o b r i ng out the na tu re o f 
our language, no t t o reduce our language t o a se t o f ru les , and a space 
t o deploy these In, t h a t w i l l f o l l o w a p a t t e r n which we can then c a l l a 
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' language-game' . I t Is u s e f u l t o , a t t imes, t h i nk o f language as a game: 
t h i s does no t mean t h a t I t Is a game. Lyo ta rd d isagrees , and t r e a t s 
W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s Idea o f Sprachspiel as being l i t e r a l ; 
. . .every u t t e r a n c e shou ld be thought o f as a 'move' In a game. 
(Lyotard , 1984: 10) 
L y o t a r d s h i f t s h i s pe rspec t i ve on Language-games in Jus t Gaming: f rom a 
L i t e r a l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f W i t t g e n s t e i n t o a h y p e r r e a l l s t I n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 
He wants t o p o i n t ou t the d i f f e r e n c e s between p r e s c r i p t i v e and 
d e n o t a t i v e u t t e r a n c e s , or in the te rm ino logy o f The Postmodern Condi t ion . 
m e t a n a r r a t I v e s and n a r r a t i v e s ; 
JFL: ...When I say: There Is no common measure. I t means t h a t we 
know o f n o t h i n g in common w i t h these d i f f e r e n t language games. 
We mere ly know t h a t t he re are seve ra l o f them, probably not an 
i n f i n i t e number, bu t we r e a l l y do no t know. In any case, the 
number Is not coun tab le f o r the t ime being, or I f I t Is, I t Is 
so p r o v i s i o n a l l y a t bes t . (Lyo tard , 1985: 51) 
T h i s is q u i t e a b i z a r r e sugges t i on ; even I f we do t r e a t every u t t e rance 
as be ing a move ins ide a language-game, the p o s s i b i l i t y o f c l a s s i f y i n g 
such games i s absurd ; every language-game remains unique f o r the s imple 
f a c t t h a t t h e r u l e s , and meanings, are c o n s t r u c t e d by the I n t e r a c t a n t s 
t h rough the course o f such a game. Th i s Is a c e n t r a l t ene t o f 
W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s , t h a t t he meaning o f a word is de termined by i t s use 
( W i t t g e n s t e i n , 1958: §139). 
Lyo ta rd , t o prove h i s t h e s i s , must show t h a t n a r r a t i v e s and 
m e t a n a r r a t I v e based d i scou rse are separate t h i n g s , and a l though he shows 
t h a t they ope ra te In d i f f e r e n t ways th rough t h e i r d i f f e r e n t sub jec t 
ma t te r , he t r i e s t o s t r e n g t h e n t h i s by sugges t i ng a complete break 
between the two fo rms o f d i scourse ; 
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There Is , then, an Incommensurab i l i t y between popular n a r r a t i v e 
p ragmat ics , which p rov ides Immediate l e g i t i m a t i o n , and the 
language game known t o the West as the ques t i on o f leg i t imacy 
- or r a t h e r , l eg i t imacy as a r e f e r e n t In the game o f Inqu i ry . 
(Lyo tard , 1984: 23) 
The idea o f Incommensurab i l i t y Is a p a r t i c u l a r l y power fu l one; I t 
sugges ts a complete breakdown o f t i e s between the d iscourse o f 
I n s t i t u t i o n s and t h a t o f the popu la t i on In a soc ie t y . There Is s imply no 
longer an unders tand ing poss ib le between the people who speak In one 
fo rm o f language-game w i t h those who speak another . Lyo ta rd Is 
sugges t i ng t he d y s f u n c t i o n o f language f o r soc ie t y as a whole. But how 
can t h i s be poss ib le , and w i t h o u t the m a j o r i t y o f the popu la t i on n o t i c i n g 
i t ? Accord ing t o the schema t h a t Lyo ta rd has cons t ruc ted f o r h imse l f , I t 
Is poss ib l e t o see language-games as d i s c r e t e e n t i t l e s t ha t can be 
observed and s y s t e m a t i c a l l y ca ta logued. I t Is a f a i r l y s imple 
e x t r a p o l a t i o n t o then suggest t h a t these Language-games operate by 
r u l e s so d i f f e r e n t f rom one another t h a t no ' t r a n s l a t i o n ' between them 
Is poss ib le . Apar t f rom, I hope, showing above t h a t t h i s a major 
d i s t o r t i o n o f W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s o r i g i n a l Idea o f Sprachspiel, su re l y the 
r e s u l t o f t h i s s i t u a t i o n would be t h a t we are t a l k i n g complete ly 
d i f f e r e n t languages (or poss ib l y even p r i v a t e languages)? The on ly 
p o s s i b l e s i t u a t i o n o f mutua l u n t r a n s l a t a b l l i t y is in the case o f two 
separa te f o r e i g n languages, and even then, on ly when c e r t a i n t o p i c s are 
used. To sugges t t h a t I t Is on ly a few people, no tab ly Lyo tard , who have 
n o t i c e d t h i s , Is un tenab le : t h i s may not be Lyo ta rd ' s i n t e n t i o n , but he 
g i ves us no evidence t o show t h a t I t Is no t . 
We can pe r fo rm a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f Lyo ta rd ' s no t i on o f 
Incommensurab i l i t y a t t h i s po in t t o b r i ng about a p a r t i a l r e s o l u t i o n o f 
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t he problems h i g h l i g h t e d In h i s t h e s i s so f a r . Th is w i l l a l so show what 
L y o t a r d In tends f rom h i s d i scuss ion o f Incommensurab i l i ty . The d iscourse 
o f the s c i e n t i s t s and dec is ion-makers In s o c i e t y Is a p a r t i c u l a r 
' d i a l e c t ' , p e c u l i a r t o a r e s t r i c t e d community, bu t no t so r e s t r i c t e d as t o 
make t h i s a p r i v a t e Language, nor t o make I t Impossible t o ' t r a n s l a t e ' . 
The d i a l e c t w i l l d i s p l a y the form o f l i f e t ha t the community shares, and 
t h i s is In formed by the 'me tana r ra t I ve ' t h a t a l l the p r a c t i t i o n e r s o f the 
d i a l e c t share, and have f a i t h in. I f me tanar ra t ive u t t e rances can be a 
d i a l e c t o f t he genera l fo rm o f Language In soc i e t y , then could I t not be 
the case t h a t we can I nve r t t h i s , t o see the genera l fo rm o f language as 
a d i a l e c t o f a more p rec i se language? 
I f we accept t h i s r e c o n s t r u c t i o n , we may f i n d t h a t the d i f f e r e n c e s 
between the two forms o f knowledge In s o c i e t y are not so g rea t as would 
f i r s t appear; 
N a r r a t i v e s ... de te rmine c r i t e r i a o f competence and/so i l l u s t r a t e 
how they are t o be app l i ed . Thus they de f i ne what has the r i g h t 
t o be s a i d and done in the c u l t u r e In ques t ion , and s ince they 
themselves are p a r t o f t h a t c u l t u r e , they are Legi t imated by the 
very f a c t t h a t they do what they do. (Lyotard , 1984: 23 
Our d i s t i n c t i o n between n a r r a t i v e s and metanar ra t Ives, w i t h a much 
d im in i shed ve rs i on o f Incommensurab i l i t y , Is harder t o make. Both are now 
a p a r t o f c u l t u r e , and both are s e l f Leg i t ima t i ng , as the metanar ra t Ive 
component o f sc ience/government d iscourse Is no longer e x t e r n a l , and may 
not even be he ld e x c l u s i v e l y by the p r a c t i t i o n e r s o f t h a t community. We 
can keep Lyo ta rd ' s Idea o f a u n i t y o f language p a r t i c l e s in soc ie t y , but 
q u a l i f y I t by sugges t i ng t h a t a t Least one d i a l e c t Is being used by a 
s i g n i f i c a n t s e c t i o n o f soc ie t y . We shou ld a lso bear In mind the 
p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t he re may be more. I f we move back t o the n o t i o n o f the 
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t y ranny o f one fo rm o f d i scou rse being p r i v i l e g e d over another , we can 
see t h a t L y o t a r d has done no th ing t o show why t h i s i s so, and has 
indeed done the reverse ; he has d i sp layed In h i s own t e x t the 
p r i v i l e g i n g o f one fo rm o f d i a l e c t ( n a r r a t i v e ) over another 
(me tana r ra t i ve ) , bo th o f which shou ld be t r e a t e d as equal , because they 
a re both m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f a common c u l t u r e , and w i t h o u t being able t o 
make a t r u t h c la im about t h i s , t he re are s imp ly no grounds f o r e i t h e r 
h ie ra rchy , i t would appear t h a t what Lyo ta rd would l i ke is f o r the 
d i a l e c t o f the m a j o r i t y o f the people t o be the dominant form o f 
language, and f o r o the r forms t o serve t h a t m a j o r i t y . Again, t h i s is not 
what he In tends (see chapter 4 below). What is Lyo ta rd ' s i n t e n t i o n is t o 
show how j udg ing w i t h o u t c r i t e r i a can be achieved, and he app l ies t h i s 
t o show t h a t the t r ea tmen t o f the language-game o f science as being 
' t r u e ' is ha rm fu l t o soc i e t y . 
JLT: But what a re you say ing? I t h i nk , I f i n d , I es t imate , 
t h e r e f o r e I judge? 
JFL: Abso lu te l y . 1, judge. But I f 1 am asked by what c r i t e r i a do 
I judge, I w i l l have no answer t o g ive . ...What I mean Is t ha t 
anyt ime t h a t we lack c r i t e r i a , we are in modern i ty , wherever we 
may be, whether I t be a t the t ime o f Augus t ine , A r i s t o t l e , or 
Pascal. The da te does not mat te r . (Lyotard , 1985: 15.) 
JFL: No, we judge w i t h o u t c r i t e r i a . We are In the p o s i t i o n o f 
A r i s t o t l e ' s p rudent I n d i v i d u a l , who makes judgments about the 
j u s t and the u n j u s t w i t h o u t the least c r i t e r i o n . 
(Lyo ta rd , 1985: 14.) 
The n a r r a t i v e knowledge game does not r e l y upon i t s 
m e t a p r e s c r I p t l o n s , i.e. i t s r u l e s o f ope ra t i on , t o g ive i t l eg i t imacy , 
vjhereas, accord ing t o Lyo ta rd , the knowledge games o f sc ience and 
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government do. But t he re is an i n t e r l inkage between the two s o r t s . 
Indeed t h e r e must be f o r the p r e s c r i p t i v e u t t e r a n c e s o f the d e c i s i o n -
makers t o be heard; 
S c i e n t i f i c knowledge cannot know and make known t ha t I t Is the 
t r u e knowledge w i t h o u t r e s o r t i n g t o the o ther , n a r r a t i v e , k ind 
o f knowledge, which f rom i t s po in t o f view is no knowledge a t 
a l l . (Lyo ta rd , 1984: 29) 
Th i s Is the po in t where s c i e n t i f i c ' d i a l e c t ' Is t r a n s l a t e d / I n t e r p r e t e d 
In to o r d i n a r y Language, but t h i s means t h a t sc ience loses I t s t r u t h , f o r 
t h i s remains loca ted In the p r a c t i t i o n e r s ' b e l i e f In t h e i r metanar ra t Ive. 
T r u t h now res ides In consensus, or r a t h e r In a commonly shared b e l i e f 
t h a t s c i e n t i f i c d i scourse , even when In n a r r a t i v e s t y l e , shou ld be 
cons idered t r u e . Th is Is the po in t t h a t Lyo ta rd , p lay ing A r i s t o t l e ' s 
p rudent I n d i v i d u a l , wants t o make. Th is Is the s o c i a l custom. I f we may 
c a l l I t t h a t , t h a t must be broken f o r s o c i e t y t o achieve communicat ive 
c l a r i t y and freedom. 
So the ques t i on o f d i s t i n g u i s h i n g a t r u e s t o r y f rom a f a l s e one 
becomes redundant In pos tmodern I ty ; t he re Is no way o f per fo rming such 
an o p e r a t i o n - one can s imp ly d i s t i n g u i s h b e t t e r s t o r i e s f rom worse 
ones. But t h i s leaves us w i t h two major problems, namely; How do we 
assess the w r i t i n g s o f Jean-Frangois Lyotard? And how can Lyo ta rd 
j u s t i f y h i s own account when I t Is n e i t h e r based upon me tana r ra t i ve , 
nor pu re l y s c i e n t i f i c d e s c r i p t i o n s ? 
I f we are indeed l i v i n g In a postmodern c u l t u r e then we w i l l have 
d i f f i c u l t y in assess ing the v a l i d i t y o f Lyo ta rd ' s w r i t i n g w i t h o u t access 
t o the c r i t e r i a o f judgment assoc ia ted w i t h a metanar ra t Ive based 
a n a l y s i s . I f we are s t i l l In modern i t y then we have no problem. However, 
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even Jurgen Habermas, a t renchan t c r i t i c o f Lyo ta rd , f i n d s i t d i f f i c u l t 
t o deny t he ex i s tence o f a new range o f c u l t u r a l phenomena t h a t can be 
desc r ibed as postmodern and t h a t have changed the environment t h a t 
s o c i a l t heo ry o s t e n s i b l y opera tes w i t h i n (see below: chapter 2) . Habermas 
Is qu ick t o add t h a t t h i s is probably on ly a momentary abbera t lon f rom 
the En l igh tenment course (Habermas, 1981). Accord ing to Lyo ta rd ' s own 
schema, an au tho r has on ly two ways o f conv inc ing the reader t h a t her 
t h e s i s Is a good one. She can e i t h e r make s p e c i f i c re fe rence t o a 
m e t a n a r r a t i v e , or use the persuas ive powers o f r h e t o r i c which ca r ry no 
knowledge o f t h e i r own. I t would seem t o be l i k e l y t ha t Lyo ta rd would 
choose t h i s second pa th ; he has, a f t e r a l l , devoted cons iderab le energy 
t o denouncing the ' t e r r o r ' t h a t r e s u l t s f rom the use o f me tanar ra t i ve . 
However, I t Is by no means c lear t h a t t h i s Is the case. Ce r ta i n l y , 
L y o t a r d uses a l l t he persuas ive powers o f the t e x t a v a i l a b l e t o him; h i s 
d e s c r i p t i o n s o f t he two forms o f knowledge are exagger ra ted t o f o r c e 
home h i s obse rva t i ons o f t h e i r d i f f e r e n c e s ; by desc r i b ing them as 
Incommensurable, which Is by no means c e r t a i n , he r e i n f o r c e s the theme 
o f a complete breakdown o f communicat ion between two forms o f 
d i scourse . He d i scoun ts h i s opponents ' ideas by sugges t ing a poss ib le 
case f o r them, and then showing I t s Incons is tenc ies , as w i t h h i s 
t r ea tmen t o f Habermas, (Lyo tard , 1984: 65) . But t h i s Is not enough t o 
b r i n g about the Impact t h a t a read ing o f The Postmodern Cond i t ion can 
p rov ide . What Lyo ta rd has done Is t o deploy h i s own me tana r ra t i ve , one 
t h a t Is a d m i t t e d l y not o f the fo rm t h a t he has been c r i t i c i s i n g In h i s 
work, but a m e t a n a r r a t i v e neve r the less . 
Me tanar ra t Ives p rov ide l e g i t i m a t i o n f o r knowledge. The knowledge t h a t 
L y o t a r d Is p ropos ing In The Postmodern Cond i t ion Is not s e l f -
s u b s t a n t i a t i n g In t h a t i t cannot f u n c t i o n when taken ou t o f the con tex t 
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o f the t e x t u a l s e t t i n g I t Is located In. For t h i s reason we cannot t r e a t 
I t as being a n a r r a t i v e In the way t h a t Lyo ta rd uses t h i s term. I t Is 
no t a d i scou rse about everyday L i fe t h a t l e g i t i m a t e s I t s e l f , bu t a 
commentary on t h a t l i f e , and a deep one a t t h a t . The pragmat ics o f 
n a r r a t i v e knowledge would a l l ow Lyo ta rd t o make a l l the moves t h a t he 
does in the t e x t , bu t i t i s t he t e x t i t s e l f t h a t Is g i v i n g h i s n a r r a t i v e 
I t s l e g i t i m a t i o n . As we have seen, Lyo ta rd Is us ing a number o f devices 
t o b r i ng about t h i s Legi t imacy; he r e f e r s t o o the r au thors t ha t can 
p rov ide ev idence t o back up h i s argument, he uses r h e t o r i c a l dev ices, 
such as h i s metaphor o f ' t e r r o r ' , and he h ides an 'agenda' beneath h i s 
d i scourse . Th i s 'h idden agenda' Is a metanar ra t Ive o f n i h i l i s m , and I t Is 
c o n s t r u c t e d q u i t e s imp ly th rough the nega t i on o f a l l aspects o f b e l i e f 
based knowledge, and expressed In the p resuppos i t i ons t ha t the author 
b r i n g s w i t h him. L y o t a r d takes I n d i v i d u a l i t y and pushes I t t o I t s 
f u r t h e s t ex t remes. He shows t h a t i t i s on l y h i m s e l f t h a t can have the 
c o r r e c t a t t i t u d e t o appra ise the cond i t i on o f knowledge In soc ie t y , and 
t h a t t h i s knowledge, or more p a r t i c u l a r l y . I n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d knowledge. Is 
ex t reme ly damaging t o s o c i e t y . T o t a l i t y must be des t royed, the 
unpresen tab le Is the p o s i t i v e , the p resen tab le , converse ly , Is negat ive . 
D i f f e r e n c e s are good, s i m i l a r i t i e s are bad. An under l y ing theme Is 
p robab ly Inescapable In any t e x t , p a r t i c u l a r l y one concerned w i t h the 
n a t u r e o f the s o c i a l wo r l d . Lyo ta rd ' s unde r l y i ng theme Is one o f 
nega t i on , and Is a l so h i s metanar ra t Ive. I f he were read ing anyone e lses 
t e x t , he would p o i n t t o the p resuppos i t i ons o f the au thor and shout 
'me tana r ra t I ve ! ' : we shou ld not be so f o o l i s h as t o be l ieve t h a t a book 




In t h i s s e c t i o n I w i l l o u t l i n e Lyo ta rd ' s concept ion o f postmodern 
c u l t u r e , f o l l o w e d by a b r i e f overv iew o f the p r i n c i p l e man i f es ta t i ons o f 
' t he postmodern ' in t he c u l t u r a l sphere (as de f i ned by the 
' pos tmodern i s t s ' themselves) , and the defence o f modern c u l t u r a l 
p r o d u c t i o n o f f e r e d a g a i n s t the pos tmodern is ts . I w i l l show t h a t the re Is 
a s t r o n g d i s p a r i t y between the c u l t u r a l wor ld ' s use o f the term 
'postmodern' and t h a t o f the Lyo ta rd , who most c r i t i c s c la im Is the main 
t h i n k e r o f the postmodern movement. In p a r t t h i s d i s p a r i t y a r i s e s f rom 
an Inapp rop r i a te l a b e l l i n g process. I t a l so revea ls a lack o f 
unders tand ing o f the I m p l i c a t i o n s o f the abandonment o f modern i ty by 
c u l t u r a l p roducers , who do not look f u r t h e r than t h e i r own c u l t u r a l 
p roduc t i on when s t u d y i n g modernism or postmodernism. F i n a l l y I t shows 
t he need f o r new terms o f re fe rence and new modes o f d e s c r i p t i o n In the 
r a p i d l y changing c u l t u r a l sphere o f Western s o c i e t i e s . 
Jean-Franyo ls Lyo ta rd and Postmodern C u l t u r e 
A l though L y o t a r d d e f i n e s pos tmodern i t y as ' i n c r e d u l i t y towards 
m e t a n a r r a t i v e s ' , he does g i ve o the r I nd i ca t i ons o f what c o n s t i t u t e s 
postmodern c u l t u r e . In f o r m u l a t i n g the bounds o f postmodern c u l t u r e 
L y o t a r d examines the ways in which modern a r t has been produced; he 
then proceeds t o ske tch In some o f the f e a t u r e s o f a postmodern c u l t u r e . 
L y o t a r d Is no t concerned w i t h the ways In which we can abandon 
modernism ( the s t y l e / c u l t u r e ) bu t r a t h e r w i t h the ways In which 
modern i t y ( the p e r l o d i s a t i o n ) is d e c l i n i n g , and the reasons f o r t h i s . For 
Lyo ta rd , the s t y l e o f our c u l t u r e Is a consequence o f a whole v a r i e t y o f 
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I n d i v i d u a l methods, no t the r e s u l t o f d i c t a being passed down. I t Is the 
Increase In these I n d i v i d u a l methods, t h e i r p r o l i f e r a t i o n , and an escape 
f rom the a r t i s t adher ing t o any p a r t i c u l a r theory t ha t cha rac te r i ses 
postmodern c u l t u r a l p roduc t i on . Lyo ta rd makes a d i s t i n c t i o n between 
postmodern and an t imodern c u l t u r a l p roduc t i on , sugges t i ng t h a t i t is the 
postmodern which is b e t t e r s u i t e d t o the contemporary c u l t u r e (Lyotard, 
1984: 76). However, he Is dismayed t h a t the modern a l t e r n a t i v e w i t h I t s 
p r e s c r i b e d a e s t h e t i c c r i t e r i a w i l l be abandoned complete ly . P r o l i f e r a t i o n 
In s t y l e s Imp l ies the abandonment o f o r g a n i s i n g c r i t e r i a . 
E c l e c t i c i s m Is t he degree zero o f contemporary genera l c u l t u r e : 
one l i s t e n s t o reggae, watches a wes te rn , ea ts McDonald's food 
f o r lunch and loca l c u i s i n e f o r d inner , wears Par is perfume In 
Tokyo and " r e t r o " c l o thes In Hong Kong; knowledge is a mat te r 
f o r TV games. I t Is easy t o f i n d a p u b l i c f o r e c l e c t i c works, by 
becoming k i t s c h , a r t panders t o the con fus ion which re igns In 
the " t a s t e " o f t he pa t rons . A r t i s t s , g a l l e r y owners, c r i t i c s , and 
p u b l i c wa l low t o g e t h e r In the "any th ing goes", and the epoch Is 
one o f s lacken ing . (Lyo tard , 1984: 76) 
We w i l l see below t h a t these t r a i t s can be cons idered by some to be 
p o s i t i v e , and the re lease of , f o r example, a r c h i t e c t u r e f rom the 
c o n s t r a i n t s o f the I n t e r n a t i o n a l S t y l e has been w ide l y h a i l e d as a g rea t 
success. L y o t a r d sees these changes as ye t another Ind i ca to r o f 
postmodern I t y , as they d i s p l a y t he c r i t e r i a o f p e r f o r m a t l v i t y . 
But t h i s r e a l i s m o f the "any th ing goes" Is In f a c t t h a t o f 
money; In the absence o f a e s t h e t i c c r i t e r i a . I t remains poss ib le 
and u s e f u l t o assess the va lue o f works o f a r t accord ing t o the 
p r o f i t s they y i e l d . ( I b i d ) 
I t shou ld be no ted t h a t the power o f the a r t and book market Is not 
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new. What Is new Is t h a t the c u l t u r a l p o l i c y o f governments Is t ak ing on 
t h i s l og i c o f p e r f o r m a t l v l t y and p r o f i t a b i l i t y , w i t h successive 
governments reduc ing f und ing t o the a r t s In favour o f a system o f 
s p o n s o r s h i p ' . 
Lyo ta rd ' s v e r s i o n o f contemporary a e s t h e t i c s does not r e l y upon the 
s t r o n g p e r l o d l s a t l o n used In h i s ana l ys i s o f knowledge In computer ised 
s o c i e t i e s . He s t i l l denotes a d i s t i n c t i o n between modern and postmodern, 
bu t t h i s Is a r t i c u l a t e d In a d i f f e r e n t way f rom h i s ana l ys i s o f soc ie t y 
or language. Lyo ta rd , In responding t o a range o f new a r t and 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l c r i t i c i s m , i s concerned t h a t too s imple a d i s t i n c t i o n has 
been made between modern and postmodern p roduc ts by those w r i t e r s w i t h 
a ves ted i n t e r e s t In p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l s t y l e s . Lyo ta rd suggests t h a t 
the a p p l i c a t i o n o f the term 'postmodern' t o c e r t a i n contemporary c u l t u r a l 
p roduc ts Is the r e s u l t o f a misunders tand ing o f what Modern a r t and 
s t y l e r e a l t y i s . 
Accord ing t o Lyo ta rd , modern a r t has a genera l common f e a t u r e , t h a t 
o f bear ing w i t ness t o the unpresentab le . I t makes v i s i b l e the 
unpresen tab le by means o f a l l u s i o n . L y o t a r d o f f e r s the example o f 
Ma lev l t ch ' s squares, where r e a l i t y Is denied th rough the avoidance o f 
f i g u r a t i o n o r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n (Lyo tard , 1984: 78). Lyo ta rd ' s i n t en t in 
ske tch ing t h i s b r i e f g e n e r a l i s a t i o n o f modern a r t Is t o b r i ng our the 
n a t u r e o f what postmodern a r t is . I t Is Lyo ta rd ' s concern t o make c lear 
t h a t t h e r e Is such a t h i n g as postmodern a r t , and t h a t I t Is he who Is 
d e f i n i n g I t , as he no tes w i t h dismay t h a t t he re are a number o f o ther 
c r i t i c s o p e r a t i n g a number o f , f o r Lyo ta rd , spec ious d e f i n i t i o n s . The 
p o r t r a y a l o f the unpresen tab le as a miss ing component o f the a r t e f a c t Is 
an express ion o f the Kant ian n o t i o n o f the 'sub l ime ' . The postmodern 
a r t e f a c t Is a s t ep away f rom t h i s Kant ian a e s t h e t i c . 
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Here, then , l i e s the d i f f e r e n c e : modern a e s t h e t i c s Is an 
a e s t h e t i c o f the sub l ime, a l though a n o s t a l g i c one. I t a l l ows 
the unpresen tab le t o be put f o r w a r d on ly as the miss ing 
con ten ts ; bu t the fo rm, because o f i t s recogn izab le cons is tency, 
con t inues t o o f f e r t o t he reader or v iewer ma t te r f o r so lace 
and p leasure . ...The postmodern would be t h a t which, in the 
modern, pu t s f o r w a r d the unpresentab le In p resen ta t i on I t s e l f ; 
t h a t which denies I t s e l f the so lace o f good forms, the consensus 
o f a t a s t e which would make I t poss ib l e t o share c o l l e c t i v e l y 
the n o s t a l g i a f o r the u n a t t a i n a b l e ; t h a t which searches f o r new 
p r e s e n t a t i o n s , no t In order t o enjoy them but in order t o impart 
a s t r o n g e r sense o f the unpresentab le . (Lyotard , 1984: 81) 
As examples o f the d i f f e r e n c e between these two p o s i t i o n s , Lyo ta rd 
o f f e r s a c o n t r a s t between Prous t and Joyce: bo th are o f f e r i n g the 
unpresen tab le , a l l u d i n g t o something t h a t does not a l low I t s e l f t o be 
made present . In Prous t I t is the I d e n t i t y o f consciousness , bu t In 
Joyce I t Is the I d e n t i t y o f w r i t i n g . Both use the same medium, yet 
Prous t Is modern and Joyce postmodern, by Lyo ta rd ' s d e f i n i t i o n ^ ° . There 
Is a f u r t h e r r e l a t i o n s h i p between the modern and postmodern in t h i s 
con tex t t h a t L y o t a r d b r i n g s ou t . 
What, then. Is the postmodern? . . . I t Is undoubted ly a pa r t o f the 
modern. ...A work can become modern on ly I f i t is f i r s t 
postmodern. Postmodernism thus unders tood is not modernism a t 
i t s end but In the nascent s t a t e , and t h i s s t a t e Is constant . 
(Lyo ta rd , 1984: 79) 
L y o t a r d o f f e r s an I n s i g h t In to what he cons iders t o be the way In 
which (post)modern a r t Is produced: the process leading t o the c r e a t i o n 
o f the a r t e f a c t must Inc lude the postmodern as w e l l as the modern 
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component. But t he re a re consequences o f t h i s d e f i n i t i o n o f modern and 
postmodern. F i r s t l y , we must be aware t h a t the d i v i d i n g l i ne between the 
two fo rms Is tenuous. Secondly, t h a t t he re Is no th ing new in the 
postmodern mode o f p roduc ing c u l t u r a l a r t e f a c t s , and t h a t I f t h i s 
v e r s i o n o f t he a e s t h e t i c s o f the modern and postmodern is accepted, 
c r i t i c s who h a i l a new dawn In the c u l t u r a l wo r l d shou ld be t r e a t e d w i t h 
c a u t i o n . 
Lyo ta rd h i g h l i g h t s t r ends th rough g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s . He Is concerned not 
t o l e t t he word 'postmodern' be app l i ed randomly t o the most popular or 
k i t s c h works o f a r t t h a t a re be ing produced. Yet he does not permi t o f a 
t h e o r e t i c a l approach t o a r t i s t i c p roduc t i on t h a t would a l l ow a man i fes to 
o f postmodern a r t t o be w r i t t e n . The c r i t e r i a f o r the d e f i n i t i o n o f 
postmodern a r t r e s t s w i t h the i n d i v i d u a l v iewer or reader, and are 
c o n t l g e n t upon which language-game ( In Lyo ta rd ' s t e rm ino logy ) t h a t 
person i s o p e r a t i n g in a t any p a r t i c u l a r t ime. Despi te t h i s lack o f 
a p p l i c a b l e c r i t e r i a , L y o t a r d g i ves a c l ea r p i c t u r e o f what c o n s t i t u t e s 
a r t In pos tmodern i t y . 
The powers o f sens ing and phras ing are being probed on the 
l i m i t s o f what i s poss ib le , and t hus the domain o f the 
p e r c e p t i b l e - s e n s i n g and t he speakab le-speak lng is being 
extended. Exper iments are made. Th i s Is our postmodern I t y ' s 
e n t i r e voca t i on , and commentary has I n f i n i t e p o s s i b i l i t i e s open 
t o I t . Today's a r t c o n s i s t s in e x p l o r i n g t h i n g s unsayable and 
t h i n g s i n v i s i b l e . St range machines are assembled, where what we 
d i d n ' t have t he idea o f say ing or the ma t t e r t o f e e l can make 
I t s e l f heard and exper ienced. The d i v e r s i t y o f a r t i s t i c 
' p r o p o s i t i o n s ' is d i z zy i ng . What ph i losopher can c o n t r o l i t f rom 
above and u n i f y I t ? Yet I t Is t h rough t h i s d i spe rs ion t h a t 
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t oday ' s a r t Is the equal o f being as the power o f t h i n g s 
p o s s i b l e , or the equal o f language as the power o f p lays . 
(Lyo ta rd , 1989: 190) 
The Pos tmodern is ts 
The a p p l i c a t i o n o f the term 'postmodern' t o a l l fo rms o f contemporary 
c u l t u r a l p r o d u c t i o n Is now w e l l es tab l i shed . However, the most succesfuL 
a t t e m p t a t c r e a t i n g a new paradigm f o r c u l t u r a l p roduc t i on has been In 
t he rea lm o f contemporary a r c h i t e c t u r e , and t h i s Is a r e s u l t , t o a large 
e x t e n t , o f t he work o f Char les Jencks, an a r c h i t e c t u r a l c r i t i c . Jencks's 
major recen t work on a r c h i t e c t u r a l t heo ry . The Language o f Post-Modern 
A r c h i t e c t u r e . Is a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f h i s e a r l i e r t heo ry o f 'adhoclsm' 
(Jencks 8s S i l v e r , 1972), bu t r a t h e r than sugges t i ng an a l t e r n a t i v e way o f 
b u i l d i n g based upon adhoc p r i n c i p l e s , Jencks in t h i s l a t e r work, suggests 
t h a t modern a r c h i t e c t u r e has d ied (Jencks, 1977: 9 ) ' \ 
Be fo re look ing In some d e t a i l a t the work o f Char les Jencks as the 
main r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f postmodern c u l t u r a l theory , i t Is necessary t o 
c l a r i f y some o f the con fus ion t h a t a r i s e s over the usage o f the terms 
'modern' and 'Post -Modern ' In h i s work. L y o t a r d o f f e r s a broad ana l ys i s 
o f the s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l wo r l d , based upon a c r i t i q u e o f recent s o c i a l 
t heo ry , and concludes t h a t s o c i e t y as a whole Is e n t e r i n g a new phase, 
which he terms postmodern. I t is Lyo ta rd ' s con ten t i on t h a t the 
l i b e r a l i s i n g p r o j e c t o f modern i t y has f a i l e d , and t h a t a t t emp ts t o 
r e s u r r e c t I t w i l l a l s o f a i l , as the p r o j e c t o f modern i t y r e l i e s upon 
m e t a n a r r a t l v e s t h a t , r a t h e r than l i b e r a t i n g , a c t u a l l y repress the members 
o f s o c i e t y . L y o t a r d ' s a n a l y s i s encompasses t h e whole o f soc ie t y , and has 
I m p l i c a t i o n s f o r a l l s o c i a l a c t i v i t i e s where Jencks, on the o the r hand. Is 
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no t concerned w i t h the p r o j e c t o f modern i ty as a whole, but w i t h aspects 
o f modernism <the c u l t u r a l s t y l e ) . A l though h i s l a t e r work looks a t more 
genera l aspects o f c u l t u r a l p roduc t i on (Jencks, 1986) he focusses on 
Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e In p a r t i c u l a r . Jencks uses the term 'Post-Modern' t o 
des igna te an a r c h i t e c t u r a l s t y l e t h a t has r e j e c t e d the Modern 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l modes o f communicat ion. I t Is f rom t h i s pe rspec t i ve t h a t 
Jencks launches h i s a t t a c k on modernism and modern i ty . E f f e c t i v e l y , t h i s 
Is an Inve rs ion o f t he p r o j e c t o f Lyo ta rd , who s t a r t s f rom the genera l 
and works h i s way down t o d i scuss ion o f t he p a r t i c u l a r . Jencks s t a r t s 
f rom the p a r t i c u l a r Issue o f a r c h i t e c t u r e , and l a te r goes on t o 
e x t r a p o l a t e h i s conc lus ions t o encompass a l l o f c u l t u r e . 
Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e , accord ing t o Jencks, has changed l i t t l e in 
Ideology f r om the f i r s t f o r m u l a t i o n s o f Modern a r c h i t e c t u r a l p r i n c i p l e s , 
which fo rm the bas is o f the I n t e r n a t i o n a l S t y l e , made by Mies van der 
Rohe, Wa l te r Grop lus and Le Corbus ier , in the 1920s and 1930s. Th is 
ideo logy Is one o f p r o v i d i n g t e c h n i c a l s o l u t i o n s t o s o c i a l problems; 
s o c i a l r e f o r m th rough a change In the b u i l t environment. Le Corbusier , 
f o r example, promised a 'Radiant C i t y ' , b u i l t In the a i r , w i t h communal 
s o c i a l spaces and f a c i l i t i e s (Le Corbus ier , 1967). The r e a l i t y o f Modern 
s t y l e hous ing schemes, as shown by Oscar Newman in h i s book Defens ib le 
Space. Is o f communal a reas t h a t r a p i d l y f a l l prey t o vandal ism and 
neg lec t (Newman, 1973). The d i s l i k e o f t he tower block Modern housing 
scheme Is, accord ing t o Jencks, a d i r e c t consequence o f the s t y l e o f 
b u i l d i n g chosen by t he a r c h i t e c t . Corporate b u i l d i n g , accord ing t o Jencks, 
has been the v i c t i m o f the i n t e r n a t i o n a l S t y l e as much as pub l i c 
hous ing. O f f i c e b locks around the wo r l d conform t o the same des ign, and 
t he c i t i e s o f the w o r l d a re becoming I n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e f rom eachother. 
For t he genera l aspect o f an a r c h i t e c t u r e c rea ted around one 
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(or a few) s i m p l i f i e d va lues, I w i l l use the te rm univalence. No 
doubt In te rms o f express ion the a r c h i t e c t u r e o f Mies van der 
Rohe and h i s f o l l o w e r s Is the most u n i v a l e n t f o rma l system we 
have, because I t makes use o f few m a t e r i a l s and a s i n g l e , r i g h t -
ang led geometry. ...The g l ass -and s t e e l box has become the 
s i n g l e most used form In modern a r c h i t e c t u r e , and I t s i g n i f i e s 
t h roughou t t he w o r l d ' o f f i c e b u i l d i n g ' . (Jencks, 1977: 15) 
Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e has f a i l e d t o remain c r e d i b l e due t o i t s i n a b i l i t y 
t o communicate w i t h I t s users . Jencks proposes a new form o f 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l communicat ion. Rather than the v i s u a l language o f modern 
a r c h i t e c t u r e , one o f p u r i t y , f u n c t i o n and honesty towards m a t e r i a l s , 
Post -Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e employs a v i s u a l language based upon p l u r a l i t y : 
a p r o f u s i o n o f s i gns and symbols. Post-Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e shou ld be 
based upon a r a d i c a l e c l e c t i c i s m . 
The a r c h i t e c t shou ld be t r a i n e d as a r a d i c a l sch izophren ic 
( e v e r y t h i n g must be r a d i c a l today) , a lways look ing two ways w i t h 
equa l c l a r i t y : towards t he t r a d i t i o n a l s low-chang ing codes and 
p a r t i c u l a r e t h n i c meaning , o f a neighbourhood, and towards the 
f a s t - c h a n g i n g codes o f a r c h i t e c t u r a l f ash ion and 
p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m . (Jencks, 1977: 97) 
The bas ic p r i n c i p l e o f Post-Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e Is 'doub le -cod ing ' : the 
pa radox i ca l dua l i sm o f t he c o n t i n u a t i o n o f modernism and i t s 
t ranscendence (Jencks, 1986: 15). S t y l i s t i c a l l y , Post-Modern b u i l d i n g s 
make re fe rence t o t h e i r modern predecessors in i r o n i c and a l l e g o r i c a l 
ways, showing the redundancy o f Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e th rough pas t i che and 
( o f t e n ) t he use o f t r a d i t i o n a l b u i l d i n g (Jencks, 1986: 14). Post-Modern 
b u i l d i n g s are t he humanised face o f t h e i r Modern p recurso rs . Jencks 
c la ims t h a t Post -Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e is more acceptab le t o the p u b l i c 
than Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e : I t is less i n t r u s i v e , r e f l e c t s the su r round ing 
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area b e t t e r , and has even, in a very few case, been designed In 
c o n s u l t a t i o n w i t h the loca l r e s i d e n t s ' ^ . A r c h i t e c t u r e has been the 
s u b j e c t o f f i e r c e p u b l i c debate In recent years , and the re appears t o be 
a t r e n d towards a s t y l e o f p u b l i c b u i l d i n g t h a t Is no t as a l i e n a t i n g as 
Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e . 
No doubt many a r c h i t e c t s a re now as d isenchanted w i t h modernism 
as the pub l i c , and a new paradigm, or theory , i s beginning t o 
fo rm. CJencks, 1977: 101) 
Post-Modern lsm Is no t a r a d i c a l depa r tu re f rom modernism, but an 
e v o l u t i o n a r y one (Jencks, 1977: 87) . The s t y l e o f v i s u a l communication 
employed by Post -Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e Is b e t t e r s u i t e d t o the wo r l d t h a t 
we l i v e In today than t h a t o f Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e , and, Jencks hopes, the 
nex t gene ra t i on o f a r c h i t e c t s t h a t have not been schooled s t r i c t l y In 
modernism, w i l l be ab le t o produce much more conv inc ing examples o f 
r a d i c a l e c l e c t i c i s m . Th i s 'new a r c h i t e c t ' w i l l have been t r a i n e d in a 
number o f d i f f e r e n t s t y l e s , and w i l l have a knowledge o f an thropo logy , 
s i gns and symbols f rom around t he wor ld , and a f e e l f o r t r a d i t i o n . 
He w i l l con t i nue t o have a p r o f e s s i o n a l Ideology Induced by the 
modern movement on a w o r l d - w i d e sca le ; he w i l l respond t o 
f o r m a l Innova t ions coming f rom I t a l y and Japan, theory t h a t 
emanates f rom London and New York, and I nd i v i dua l p r a c t i c e 
coming f r om everywhere. (Jencks, 1977: 97) 
Th i s Coun te r -Re fo rmat ion in a r c h i t e c t u r e , m i r r o r e d , c la ims Jencks, t o 
some e x t e n t In the r e s t o f c u l t u r e , Is spread ing very q u i c k l y around the 
w o r l d (Jencks, 1986: 47) , and i t i s s i m i l a r in e f f e c t t o the o r i g i n a l 
Coun te r -Re fo rmat ion t h a t r e s u l t e d In the Baroque s t y l e . Unl ike the 
o r i g i n a l Coun te r -Re fo rma t ion , Post-Modern ism does not have, as ye t , an 
u n d e r l y i n g r e l i g i o n or f a i t h , bu t Post-Modernlsm does have seve ra l 
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s u b s t i t u t e s which fo rms I t s agenda. Jencks's Post-Modern Ism seeks a 
shared symbo l i c o rde r o f the k ind t h a t r e l i g i o n p rov ides , bu t w i t h o u t the 
r e l i g i o n . In o rder t o avo id r e l a t i v i s m o f the k ind proposed by Lyo ta rd 
(Jencks, 1986: 48). Jencks concludes What is Post-Modern ism w i t h the 
f o l l o w i n g passage. 
In bo th a r t and a r c h i t e c t u r e the t r a d i t i o n o f Post-Modern Ism Is 
beg inn ing t o mature and we can see l i m i t e d p rogress and 
development ak in t o t h a t o f the Renaissance. (Jencks, 1986: 48) 
Jencks's f o r m u l a t i o n - o f Post-Modern ism avo ids , f o r the most p a r t , any 
s p e c i f i c d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e o r e t i c a l Issues. I t Is main ly a combinat ion o f 
op in ions and examples taken f rom the c u l t u r a l sphere. However, Jencks 
does b r i e f l y d i scuss the work o f Jean-FrancoIs Lyo ta rd In the con tex t o f 
postmodern c u l t u r e . Accord ing t o Jencks, Lyo ta rd confuses Late-Modernism 
w i t h Post -Modern ism, by which he means t h a t Lyo ta rd ' s theory o f c u l t u r a l 
fo rms based upon Innova t ion and p l u r a l i s m Is the l a t e s t avan t -gard ism. 
Lyo ta rd ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f the I n c r e d u l i t y towards such me tana r ra t l ves as 
p rogress , t he l i b e r a t i o n o f humanity, and the emancipat ion o f the 
p r o l e t a r i a t i s d ismissed as so much n i h i l i s m and s o c i o l o g i c a l ja rgon 
(Jencks, 1986: 39). 
I t ' s embarrass ing t h a t Post-Modernism's f i r s t ph i losopher shou ld 
be so fundamen ta l l y wrong. (Jencks, 1986: 42) 
Jencks cannot accept t he d e f i n i t i o n o f pos tmodern I ty t h a t Lyo ta rd o f f e r s 
as i t denies the p o s s i b i l i t y o f a f u t u r e t o the p r o j e c t o f modern i ty . 
A l t hough Jencks does not e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e t h a t he wishes t o see the 
p r o j e c t o f modern i t y con t inue , we can see i t c l e a r l y In h i s work. For 
Jencks, t he Post-Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e t h a t he descr ibes is an e v o l u t i o n a r y 
s t e p f o r w a r d . As we have seen, Jencks's v e r s i o n o f Post-Modern Ism is o f 
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a movement which shows s igns o f m a t u r a t i o n and progress , 'ak in t o t h a t 
o f t he Renaissance', where a new gene ra t i on o f a r c h i t e c t s , w i t h a 
p r o f e s s i o n a l Ideology based upon a new v e r s i o n o f a r c h i t e c t u r a l theory , 
w i l l p rov ide the w o r l d w i t h b e t t e r , more r a t i o n a l , forms o f b u i l d i n g . A l l 
t h a t Is needed t o complete the founda t i ons o f t h i s Post-Modernlsm is the 
n o n - r e l i g l o u s shared symbol ic o rder . 
In t h i s summary o f Jencks's theo ry o f Post-Modernsim we can see a 
s u b t e x t o f many o f the m e t a n a r r a t i v e s t h a t L y o t a r d c la ims are no longer 
v i a b l e . The idea o f a p rog ress i ve , r a t i o n a l c u l t u r a l movement goes 
aga ins t a l l a n t l - f o u n d a t l o n a l though t t h a t most contemporary c r i t i c s 
cons ider t o be the r o o t o f postmodern theo ry . Jencks does o f f e r a s t r ong 
c r i t i q u e o f Modernism, bu t the a l t e r n a t i v e t h a t he proposes i s not a 
r e j e c t i o n o f Modernism, but a new ve rs i on o f i t . I t is a b e t t e r ve rs ion 
o f Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e t h a t Jencks proposes in p a r t i c u l a r , and a b e t t e r 
v e r s i o n o f Modernism t h a t he proposes In genera l . 
There i s a fundamenta l d i s j u n c t i o n between the Post-Modernlsm o f 
Jencks and t he postmodernism o f Lyo ta rd . Jencks cons iders t ha t Lyo tard , 
as a ph i l osopher and s o c i o l o g i s t o f knowledge, and not a c u l t u r a l c r i t i c 
or h i s t o r i a n , ' I s no t f i n e l y tuned ' t o the d i f f e r e n c e s between L a t e -
Modernism and Post-Modernlsm (Jencks, 1986: 42). Lyo ta rd , on the o the r 
hand, d i s t ances h i m s e l f f rom Post-Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e . 
I have read t h a t under the name o f postmodernism, a r c h i t e c t s 
are g e t t i n g r i d o f the Bauhaus p r o j e c t , t h row ing out the baby o f 
e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n w i t h the ba thwater o f f u n c t i o n a l ism. (Lyotard , 
1984: 71) 
Jencks does not look o u t s i d e o f the c u l t u r a l sphere t o produce h i s 
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concept o f Post-Modern ism, and why shou ld he? What he o f f e r s is a 
p e r f e c t l y reasonable account o f contemporary a r c h i t e c t u r e and the way 
t h a t i t can be changed f o r the b e t t e r . The problem o f the usage o f the 
te rm 'postmodern ' a r i s e s when I t is r e a l i s e d t h a t a te rm Imply ing 
modern i t y has reached some fo rm o f c losu re , such as 'Post-Modern' , is not 
t he same as a te rm t h a t imp l ies a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f modern i ty , such as 
'La te-Modern ' . For modern i t y t o have f i n i s h e d means t h a t e i t h e r the 
p r o j e c t has been completed, or the p ro j ec t has been abandoned (Habermas, 
1987: passim). Jencks does not consider the scope o f modern i ty be fore 
app l y ing t he te rm Post-Modern t o some aspects o f contemporary 
a r c h i t e c t u r e . Jencks i s s t i l l a t t ached t o the p r o j e c t o f modern i ty , and 
h i s usage o f the te rm 'Post -Modern ' i s consequent ly mis leading ' ' 
The Modern i s t s 
The inc reas ing use o f the te rm 'postmodernism' by c u l t u r a l 
commentators does no t mean t h a t modernism has f a i l e d , or been re j ec ted . 
To I n v e s t i g a t e t he s t a t u s o f modernism we need t o look behind the 
a c t u a l c u l t u r a l p roduc t i ons themselves t o see whether or not modernism 
Is s t i l l t he ove ra rch ing c u l t u r a l paradigm In contemporary c u l t u r e , and 
we need t o unders tand the ways In which modernism can be used In the 
c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e o r i e s about contemporary soc ie t y . 
In Has Modernism Fa i led? . Suzl Gab I l k p rov ides an ana l ys i s o f the 
s t a t e o f t he c u r r e n t a r t wo r l d . I t Is a wo r l d where any th ing is 
cons idered t o be a r t and no th ing appears t o have any substance t o i t . 
The a r t w o r l d has become d r a s t i c a l l y over I n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d in the l as t 
two decades, and t h i s , coupled w i t h the r o u t i n e o v e r t u r n i n g o f 
convent ions , has led t o the dec l i ne o f modernism and Is the f e r t i l e 
ground f o r t he r i s e o f postmodernism. 
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What Is t h i s postmodernism? Accord ing t o Gab I l k i t Is a s t a t e o f 
c u l t u r e t h a t lacks any cen t re , any n o t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n and, any coherent 
a e s t h e t i c (Gabl lk , 1985: 12-13) . In the r i s e o f modern a r t s ince World 
War 2 , postmodernism Is more a cu lm ina t i on o f the modern is t road as a 
su rge o f e x p e c t a t i o n s than an a c t u a l movement. Gabtik p o i n t s out the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between a r t and soc i e t y , In t h a t a r t can be used as a 
measure o f t he s t a t e o f s o c i e t y a t any g iven t ime. In la te modern i ty we 
can see t he f a l l i n g s o f modern i t y in the way t h a t a r t is executed. There 
i s a lack o f any system o f b e l i e f s t h a t j u s t i f i e s a l l eg iance t o any 
e n t i t y beyond the s e l f (Gabl ik, 1985:32). Th is leads t o a nega t i ve 
a t t i t u d e towards s o c i e t y I t s e l f , and r e s u l t s In a pervading n i h i l i s m . 
Th i s Is the , p o s s i b l y I n e v i t a b l e , cu lm ina t i on o f the p ro jec t s t a r t e d by 
t he e a r l y modern i s t s , bu t i t Is s u r e l y no t what they Intended. The 
i n i t i a l Impetus o f modernism was a r e j e c t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n , a d e s i r e f o r 
f reedom and a c o n t i n u a l s t r i v i n g f o r new fo rms and methods. The 
modern is t s t hough t t h a t the w o r l d cou ld be changed f o r the b e t t e r , but 
the h i s t o r y o f the t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry has not borne t h a t out . The log ic 
o f the modern e thos, and the harsh r e a l i t y o f contemporary s o c i e t y has 
led the a r t i s t i c community towards a r e t r e a t i n t o the s e l f . But t h i s 
f o r s a k i n g o f r e a l i t y has meant t h a t something v i t a l has been los t . The 
d e s i r e f o r f reedom may have been met by t h i s movement In to the s e l f , 
bu t the a r t i s t has l o s t any s o c i a l r o l e t h a t they might have had. And, 
as Gabl lk p o i n t s ou t : 
. . . the paradox o f f reedom, as 1 have been t r y i n g a l l a long t o 
show, Is t h a t I t Is ve ry d i f f i c u l t f o r the I n d i v i d u a l t o preserve 
h i s I d e n t i t y In a s o c i e t y where t r a d i t i o n a l i n s t i t u t i o n s and 
va lues o f f e r no suppor t . L i b e r a t i o n and a l i e n a t i o n t u r n ou t t o 
be I n e x t r i c a b l y connected - reverse s ides o f the same coin. 
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Beyond a c e r t a i n po i n t , f reedom - l i k e t e c h n i c a l progress - Is 
c o u n t e r p r o d u c t i v e : i t de fea t s i t s own ends and becomes 
a l i e n a t i n g . For a r t i s t s t o lose the sense o f being members o f a 
t r a d i t i o n which t ranscends both themselves and t h e i r 
con temporar ies leads t o demora l i za t i on . (Gab I Ik 1984:120) 
T h i s f a i l u r e o f modernism can have d i f f e r e n t outcomes. The postmodern 
road has a l r eady been s t a r t e d upon. I t w i l l lead t o a f u r t h e r a b s t r a c t i o n 
o f a r t . Postmodernism means, f o r Gabl lk , a lack o f I n t e g r a t i o n in c u l t u r e , 
and a lack o f meaning. I t Is a dark body which absorbs eve ry th i ng and 
g i ves ou t n o t h i n g : a s t a t e where Innovat ion Is n e i t h e r poss ib le nor 
d e s i r a b l e . 
The o the r a l t e r n a t i v e Is a r e s t r u c t u r i n g o f modernism based upon the 
concept o f t r a d i t i o n . A l a s d a l r Mac ln ty re argues. In A f t e r V i r t u e , t h a t we 
need t o r e i n s t a t e t h e v i r t u e s , the code o f a c t i o n t h a t a l lowed 
i n d i v i d u a l s t o c o n t r i b u t e and contempla te the communal good. These 
v i r t u e concepts have a l l bu t d isappeared In contemporary soc ie t y , and 
have been rep laced w i t h success c r i t e r i a : we seek wea l th , power, fame, 
r a t h e r than t he common good. The va lues o f modern i t y have f o s t e r e d t h i s 
se t o f va lues : the v i r t u e s belong t o the va lues o f t r a d i t i o n . Gab I lk 
seeks a r e s t o r a t i o n o f t h e v i r t u e s in t he a r t i s t i c community t o e f f e c t a 
change f o r t he b e t t e r in the way t h a t a r t i s p r a c t i s e d and d isp layed . 
The t r a d i t i o n t h a t was r e j e c t e d by the e a r l y modern is ts must be 
r e c o n s t r u c t e d , a t leas t In pa r t , t o take the p lace o f the pseudo-
t r a d i t i o n t h a t In fuses modernism ( the p s e u d o - t r a d i t i o n o f r e j e c t i n g a l l 
t r a d i t i o n s ) t o g i v e some k i nd o f s t r u c t u r e w i t h i n which the va lues o f 
the a r t i s t i c community can be ar ranged. Th i s is no easy task: the va lues 
o f modern i t y and t r a d i t i o n are opposed, and Gabl ik 's c a l l f o r a less 
s e l f - o r l e n t a t e d approach In the a r t w o r l d i s mediated by the f a c t t h a t 
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c a p i t a l i s m w i l l no t be on the s ide o f those who choose t o r e j e c t 
a f f l u e n c e In favour o f communal s p i r i t . But t h i s , f o r Gabl ik , Is the on ly 
way o f sav ing the good aspects o f modernism ( innova t ion , s o c i a l change 
and p rog ress ) , and t o abandon the bad aspects o f modernism 
( i n d i v I d u a I ism, over Ins t i t u t iona I i sa t Ion). 
In d i a l e c t i c a l te rms, the tens ion between t r a d i t i o n a l and modern 
va lues i s reso lved by the c r e a t i o n o f an i n t e r e s t i n g syn thes i s 
o f e lements f rom both . (Gabl lk, 1984:126) 
Gabl lk concludes t h a t the r e j e c t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n and a u t h o r i t y by the 
e a r l y modern is ts has been a f ounda t i on o f sand which cou ld not be b u i l t 
upon: t r a d i t i o n and a u t h o r i t y may be necessary t o make a genuine avan t -
garde poss ib l e - in o rde r t o p rov ide something t o r e v o l t aga ins t . The 
a r t i s t In contemporary s o c i e t y f i n d s h e r s e l f under con t inuous p ressure 
t o be modern, on ly t o f i n d t h a t t o be modern now is t o be t r a d i t i o n a l . 
Gab I l k ' s d e f i n i t i o n o f postmoderns Im r e s t s on s t r e s s i n g the n i h i l i s t i c 
component in i t , and t h i s Is d i f f e r e n t f rom Lyo ta rd ' s d e f i n i t i o n o f 
postmodern c u l t u r e - p r e s e n t i n g the unpresentab le . But Gab l i k ' s r e f u s a l 
o f postmodernism In a r t , and her r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f modernism th rough a 
r e a p p r a i s a l o f t r a d i t i o n co inc ides t o a la rge ex ten t w i t h the d e f i n i t i o n 
o f Post-Modern Ism g iven by Char les Jencks. 
Post-Modern Ism has the e s s e n t i a l double meaning: the 
c o n t i n u a t i o n o f Modernism and I t s t ranscendence. (Jencks, 1986: 
15) 
Jencks d i s t i n g u i s h e s Post-Modern i s t s f rom r e v i v a l i s t s ,and 
t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s , bu t does s t r e s s the importance o f t r a d i t i o n t o t h e i r 
work (Jencks, 1977: 97) , a l t hough I t Is a pu re l y a e s t h e t i c t r a d i t i o n 
t h a t Jencks i s r e f e r r i n g t o , no t the s o c i a l t r a d i t i o n o f Gabl lk. The l i nk 
between t he two v i e w p o i n t s o f Gabl lk and Jencks Is a pro found 
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d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h the s t a t e o f modernism and modern i ty , and a des i re 
t o change, a t l eas t , t he mode o f c u l t u r a l p roduc t i on . Both seek a be t t e r , 
more r a t i o n a l , v e r s i o n o f modernism, r a t h e r than the p l u r a l i s t , ana rch i s t 
c u l t u r a l paradigm t h a t L y o t a r d proposes. 
JUrgen Habermas and Postmodern C u l t u r e 
Gab l l k ' s a n a l y s i s o f postmodernism reaches a s i m i l a r conc lus ion t o 
t h a t o f JUrgen Habermas: 
Noth ing remains f r om a desub l lmated meaning or a d e s t r u c t u r e d 
fo rm; an emancipatory e f f e c t does not f o l l o w . (Habermas, 1981b: 
10) 
JUrgen Habermas, a l t hough not p r l n l c l p a l l y concerned w i t h the na tu re o f 
a r t i s t i c exp ress ion in contemporary soc i e t y , g i ves some cons ide ra t i on t o 
t he way t h a t a r t and a e s t h e t i c s are unders tood by people In modern i ty . 
He I d e n t i f i e s t h r e e d i f f e r e n t va lue spheres, a r t , m o r a l i t y and law, which 
have become autonomous e n t i t l e s and which must be r e u n i f i e d t o 
r e i n s t a t e the p r o j e c t o f modern i ty . There is , f o r Habermas, a s t r o n g l ink 
between c u l t u r a l p roduc t i on and the s t a t e o f p rogress a s o c i e t y has 
reached. 
A t the l eve l o f comple te ly d i f f e r e n t i a t e d v a l i d i t y spheres, a r t 
sheds i t s c u l t i c background, j u s t as m o r a l i t y and law detach 
themselves f rom t h e i r r e l i g i o u s and metaphys ica l background. 
Wi th t h i s secularizaton of bourgeois culture, the c u l t u r a l va lue 
spheres sepera te o f f sha rp l y f rom one another and develop 
accord ing t o the s tandards o f the inner log ics s p e c i f i c t o the 
d i f f e r e n t v a l i d i t y c la ims. (Habermas, 1987a: 196) 
In Habermas's o v e r a l l p r o j e c t f o r the r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the p r o j e c t o f 
modern i t y , a r t Is loca ted in a h i s t o r i c a l con tex t , as w e l l as being one 
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o f the ways In which modern i t y can produce p o s i t i v e and p rog ress i ve 
changes In contemporary s o c i e t y . 
Habermas in t roduces the concept o f ' a e s t h e t i c modern i ty ' t o descr ibe 
t he changes in the c u l t u r a l w o r l d t h a t f i r s t appeared In the second h a l f 
o f t he l as t cen tu ry , a t the t ime when the modern a r t i s t i c movement was 
beg inn ing . 'Aes the t i c modern i t y is c h a r a c t e r i s e d by a t t i t u d e s which f i n d 
common focus In a changed consciousness o f t ime ' (Habermas, 1981b: 4). 
The modern movement expressed t h i s In t h e i r work, and a lso In the ways 
t h a t t r a d i t i o n was r e j e c t e d and avan t -ga rdes set up. We can see t h i s 
process o c c u r r i n g up t o the l a te s i x t i e s , w i t h the Dadaist , the 
s u r r e a l I I s t s , the a b s t r a c t e x p r e s s i o n i s t s . The avan t -ga rde are the 
c r u c i a l f a c t o r In the c o n t i n u a t i o n o f the modern is t movement. 
The avan t -ga rde unders tands I t s e l f as Invading unknown 
t e r r i t o r y , exposing i t s e l f t o the dangers o f sudden, o f shocking 
encounters , conquer ing an as ye t unoccupied f u t u r e . The avan t -
garde must f i n d a d i r e c t i o n in a landscape In to which no one 
seems t o have ye t ven tu red . ( I b i d ) 
The quest f o r the new and t he unchar ted r e s u l t s , accord ing t o Habermas, 
in an e x a l t a t i o n o f the present ( t h i s Is the a l t e r e d consciousness o f 
t ime) . Modern i t y e x a l t s in r e v o l t , and a t t emp ts t o o v e r t u r n t r a d i t i o n and 
a l l t h a t is no rma l i z i ng . A e s t h e t i c modern i t y Is a s p i r i t o f c o n t i n u a l 
r e v o l u t i o n aga ins t the pas t , w h i l e a t the same t ime drawing upon t h a t 
pas t . Th i s s p i r i t o f a e s t h e t i c modern i ty cou ld not have a r i s e n had i t no t 
been f o r the emergence o f an a e s t h e t i c concept ion o f a r t in the mid 
19th cen tu ry and led t o t he d i c t a t o f ' a r t f o r a r t s sake' (Habermas, 
1981b:9). The a e s t h e t i c sphere had become Independent in l ine w i t h one 
o f t he goa ls and t e n e t s the p r o j e c t o f En l ightenment dev ised by the 
ph i l osophers o f the 18th cen tu ry . Despi te the modern a r t i s t s c la ims t o 
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be r e v o l u t i o n a r y and aga ins t t r a d i t i o n , the c o n t i n u a t i o n o f an a e s t h e t i c 
concept ion o f a r t shows t h a t they were pa r t o f the Enl ightenment p ro jec t 
t o develop t he r a t i o n a l o r g a n i s a t i o n o f s o c i e t y . 
Th i s c o n d i t i o n o f a e s t h e t i c modern i ty ga ined s t r e n g t h th rough the 
t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry . 'Now, t h i s s p i r i t o f a e s t h e t i c modern i ty has recen t l y 
begun t o age' (Habermas, 1981b: 5). Modernism today is much weaker than 
I t was twen ty years ago, and we are exper ienc ing the end o f the idea o f 
modern a r t . Accord ing t o neoconserva t ives , the gener ic te rm Habermas 
uses t o I d e n t i f y the proponents o f postmodernism (Habermas, 1981b: 13; 
1987b: 3 - 4 ) , modernism Is dominant bu t dead. Neoconservat Ive d o c t r i n e 
sees modern i t y as a t o t a l i t a r i a n f o r c e t h a t has r e s u l t e d In many 
nega t i ve phases in h i s t o r y such as communism, fasc ism, a n t l - s e m l t I s m . 
Modern i t y has r e s u l t e d , no t In the r a t i o n a l o r g a n i s a t i o n o f soc ie t y , but 
In t he power o f i r r a t i o n a l f o r ces , hedonism, conspicuous consumption, and 
a lack o f f a i t h . Neoconservat ives see t he need f o r a r e j e c t i o n o f 
modern i t y as a whole, ye t Habermas f e e l s t h a t t h i s argument, a l though 
c e r t a i n l y f o r c e f u l . Is based on f a l s e assumpt ions and a confused 
f ounda t i on . Modern i t y can s t i l l be a p o w e r f u l f o r ce f o r good. I f I t Is 
p r o p e r l y Implemented. 
Neoconservat Ism s h i f t s onto c u l t u r a l modernism the 
uncomfo r tab le burdens o f a more or less success fu l c a p i t a l i s t 
modern iza t i on o f the economy and s o c i e t y . (Habermas, 1981b: 7) 
C u l t u r e cannot be he ld t o be respons ib le f o r the problems o f s o c i e t a l 
modern i za t i on , and t o r e j e c t modernism as a whole Is t o doom s o c i e t y t o 
an u n s t r u c t u r e d and meaningless c u l t u r a l vacuum: c u l t u r e w i l l become 
d i r e c t i o n l e s s w i t h o u t modernism. However, Habermas does concede t h a t 
t h e r e are problems w i t h the p r o j e c t o f c u l t u r a l modern i ty t h a t a re not a 
p roduc t o f s o c i e t a l modern iza t ion . A l though the 19th cen tu ry produced 
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t he a e s t h e t l c l s t concept ion o f a r t . I t a l so paved the way f o r modern a r t 
t o change t h e focus o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 
Colour , l i nes , sounds and movement ceased t o serve p r i m a r i l y the 
cause o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ; the media o f express ion and the 
techn iques o f p r o d u c t i o n themselves became the a e s t h e t i c ob jec t . 
(Habermas, 1981b: 10) 
The s e p a r a t i o n o f a r t and s o c i e t y had begun. A process o f a l i e n a t i o n 
s t a r t e d , as a r t w i t hd rew i n t o an autonomous realm. I t was, accord ing t o 
Habermas, t he s u r r e a l i s t s who n o t i c e d t h a t t h i s process was t ak ing place, 
and sought t o r e c o n c i l e the spheres o f a r t and l i f e by the negat ion o f 
a r t (Habermas, 1981b: 10). However, t h i s r a d i c a l a t tempt f a i l e d t o 
ach ieve t he d e s i r e d r e s u l t ; Indeed I t achieved the oppos i te by 
i l l u m i n a t i n g the s t r u c t u r e s o f a r t t h a t t he nega t ion o f a r t was meant t o 
d i s s o l v e . The o v e r a l l r e s u l t was t h a t the c u l t u r a l sphere o f a r t broke 
open. The s u r r e a l i s t s a t tempt t o negate c u l t u r e was a f a l s e program, 
which cou ld not succeed as i t d i d not have any e f f e c t on the s o c i a l 
sys tem su r round ing i t . 
A r a t i o n a l i s e d everyday l i f e , t h e r e f o r e , cou ld ha rd l y be saved 
f rom c u l t u r a l Impoverishment th rough break ing open a s i n g l e 
c u l t u r a l sphere - a r t - and so p r o v i d i n g access to j u s t one o f 
the s p e c i a l i z e d knowledge complexes. The s u r r e a l i s t r e v o l t would 
have rep laced on l y one a b s t r a c t i o n . (Habermas, 1981b: 11) 
The a t t e m p t s t o negate modern i t y a re thus o f two s o r t s : those t h a t 
seek t o b r i n g about a more harmonized s o c i e t y th rough the negat ion o f 
modern c u l t u r e , as in t he case o f t he s u r r e a l i s t s , and those t h a t seek 
t o abandon the whole p r o j e c t o f modern i ty , as In the case o f the 
pos tmodern i s t s . Habermas r e j e c t s both approaches, sugges t ing t h a t r a the r 
than a t t e m p t i n g t o negate or abandon modern i t y we should t r y t o learn 
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f r om the mis takes t h a t have been made a long I t s path . Habermas o f f e r s 
an example t o sugges t how such a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f modern i ty can be 
a f f e c t e d (Habermas, 1981b: 13). The r e c e p t i o n o f a r t a t present Is 
med ia ted by the a r t i s t i c community, where a e s t h e t i c judgements are 
c r e a t e d and t hen passed down t o t he lay pub l i c . Th is denies the a r t i s t i c 
p roduc t any i n f l uence upon the v iewer t o assoc ia te i t w i t h her own l i f e . 
S i d e - s t e p p i n g t h i s sys tem a l l ows people t o apprec ia te and con f ron t a r t 
on t h e i r own te rms , and t o c r i t i c a l l y apppra lse the way t h a t a r t a f f e c t s 
and/or r e f l e c t s t h e i r l i f e . I t is a way in which the spec ia l i zed 
knowledge complex can be broken open. We need t o reapp rop r l a te the 
e x p e r t ' s c u l t u r e f o r ou rse l ves . Habermas concludes h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f the 
modern is t a r t i s t i c p r o j e c t w i t h an appeal . 
In sum, the p r o j e c t o f modern i t y has not ye t been f u l f i l l e d . And 
t he r e c e p t i o n o f a r t Is on ly one o f a t leas t t h ree o f i t s 
aspects . The p r o j e c t aims a t a d i f f e r e n t i a t e d r e l i n k i n g o f 
modern c u l t u r e w i t h an everyday p r a x i s t h a t s t i l l depends on 
v i t a l h e r i t a g e s , bu t would be impover ished th rough mere 
t r a d i t i o n a l i s m . (Habermas, 1981b: 13) 
Conclus ion 
The t h e o r e t i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n s o f c u l t u r a l p roduc t ion t h a t a re o u t l i n e d 
above do no t r e s t upon t he d e s c r i p t i o n o f c u l t u r a l p roduc ts , bu t the 
p o s i t i o n and Importance o f c u l t u r e In contemporary soc ie t y . Habermas and 
Gab I l k bo th a rgue t h a t the work o f a r t In contemporary s o c i e t y is now 
so f a r removed f r om the genera l c u l t u r e t h a t i t can no longer t e l l us 
ve ry much about the wo r l d : a r t no longer r e f l e c t s soc ie t y . The modern is t 
t h e o r i s t s seek t o change t h i s , t o b r i n g about an a r t i s t i c paradigm such 
t h a t a r t and s o c i e t y a re c l o s e l y l inked. In a d i f f e r e n t way, t h i s Is what 
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Jencks Is a l so c a l l i n g f o r : h i s Post-Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e w i l l produce 
b u i l d i n g s t h a t a re b e t t e r than those o f Modern a r c h i t e c t u r e , and which 
the genera l p u b l i c p r e f e r t o b u i l d i n g s des igned t o the fo rmu la o f Modern 
a r c h i t e c t s . The two c u l t u r a l c r i t i c s s t u d i e d above, Jencks and Gabl lk, 
a rgue f o r ve ry d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s . Jencks wants t o see Post-Modern ism as 
t he new c u l t u r a l paradigm: Gabl lk seeks t o r e i n s t a t e the p ro jec t o f 
modern i t y t h rough a r e v i t a l i s e d modernism. But , as we have seen, these 
amount t o ve ry much the same t h i n g in te rms o f c u l t u r a l p roducts : bo th 
aim a t a b e t t e r , more ' r a t i o n a l ' , v e r s i o n o f modernism. The r e a l 
d i f f e r e n c e between Jencks and Gabl ik concerns the s o c i a l f u n c t i o n o f a r t . 
Where Gabl lk sugges ts t h a t a r t can be c e n t r a l t o our unders tand ing and 
a p p r a i s a l o f t he w o r l d , Jencks Ignores such a p o s s i b i l i t y . 
Lyo ta rd ' s d i scuss ion o f contemporary c u l t u r e Is an ad junc t t o the 
main t h e s i s o f The Postmodern Cond i t ion : i t Is a s ta tement o f what 
postmodern c u l t u r e compr ises g i ven in t he most genera l terms. Even 
though t h i s is no t a f u l l t r ea tmen t o f the sub jec t . I t Is s t i l l wor th 
n o t i n g t h a t L y o t a r d i s concerned w i t h a very sma l l pa r t o f what we c a l l 
c u l t u r e , namely t he avan t -ga rde . No c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f popular c u l t u r e Is 
g i ven , and t he few re fe rences t h a t a re made t o i t are d isparag ing o f 
contemporary TV o r i e n t a t e d c u l t u r e . 
Habermas's v iew o f a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f s o c i e t y th rough , In pa r t , a 
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a r t , cannot be adequate ly v e r i f i e d un less the p ro j ec t 
Is a c t u a l l y Implemented. The dec l i ne o f modern c u l t u r e has co inc ided w i t h 
t he d e c l i n e o f t he p r o j e c t o f modern i ty : t h i s is a product o f c a p i t a l i s t 
modern i sa t i on . Given t h a t t h i s Is the case, I t seems u n l i k e l y t h a t 
c u l t u r e can be expected t o rescue s o c i e t y : the c u l t u r a l wo r l d has f a i l e d 
t o p rov ide t he l i b e r a l i s i n g aspects o f modern i t y t h a t were promised by 
modern a r t i s t i c movements such as the s u r r e a l i s t s , and has now, w i t h the 
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advent o f postmodernism, given up any pretensions t o do so. 
The sepa r a t i o n o f a r t and s o c i e t y described by the modernists 
suggests t h a t the question o f whether or not contemporary s o c i e t y has 
entered a new phase c a l l e d postmodern i t y w i l l not be answered by 
reference t o the a r t i s t i c world. To answer the question we must look a t 
the nature o f contemporary s o c i e t y I t s e l f , and question the ways in 




Modernity versus PostmodernLty: Theorising and organising s o c i a l l i f e . 
The propounders o f a modern approach t o the understanding o f the 
s o c i a l w o r l d and those suggesting a postmodern approach produce r e s u l t s 
which are widely divergent. A s o c i a l science based upon fo u n d a t i o n a l 
methods would, obviously, throw up competing t h e o r i e s o f the s o c i a l : f o r 
the most part , the o p p o s i t i o n between Parson Ian systems theory and 
Ma r x i s t class a n a l y s i s held sway In the debate. However, these two 
approaches had a common link: they both r e l i e d upon f i n d i n g and 
analysing a generating mechanism f o r a l l o f s o c i a l action: In Parsons 
case I t was the c o l l e c t i v e system o f norms and values; f o r Marx, the 
economic system. This base: s u p e r s t r u c t u r e approach has been attacked In 
a v a r i e t y o f ways, but In an e s p e c i a l l y profound way by Jean-Frangols 
Lyotard. Lyotard's postmodern approach denies the p o s s i b i l i t y o f any 
foundati o n t h a t acts as a generative mechanism which causes, and where 
we should u l t i m a t e l y look f o r explanations of, s o c i a l phenomena. I t Is as 
I f consensus p o l i t i c s has been l o s t In the s o c i a l sciences: the study o f 
the s o c i a l w o r l d Is now s p l i t I nto two camps who have l i t t l e , in terms 
o f t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e methodologies, In common. But, o f course, both ways 
o f t h e o r i s i n g the s o c i a l have t o use the same data, the same s o c i a l 
world, as t h e i r t e s t i n g ground. The s o c i a l w o r l d does not change because 
o f t he way t h a t s o c i a l t heory Is w r i t t e n , but the way t h a t s o c i a l theory 
Is w r i t t e n may change the perceptions o f those who w r i t e I t . As we s h a l l 
see, the d i f f e r e n c e s between the postmodern and the modern approach t o 
t h e o r i s i n g about the s o c i a l world, and p a r t i c u l a r l y t o suggesting ways In 
which the s o c i a l w o r l d can be reorganised, are so vast t h a t I t is only 
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reasonable t o conclude t h a t e i t h e r one o f the approaches t o s o c i a l 
science Is wholly wrong, or s o c i a l theory Is no longer p r o v i d i n g us w i t h 
answers about the world, but opinions as t o how we should see the world. 
In a cosmology based upon reason and r a t i o n a l i t y , where the c r i t e r i a f o r 
t r u t h are d i c t a t e d by the canons o f science, t h i s Is a problem t h a t Is 
g r e a t l y diminished. Modernity is t h a t epoch where the r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n o f 
the s o c i a l w o r l d w i l l provide people w i t h ever more powerful explanatory 
frameworks f o r a l l aspects o f the world. As these are applied, the world 
i t s e l f w i l l become more r a t i o n a l , and s o c i a l I l l s w i l l diminish. This 
should proceed t o an endpolnt, where e v e r y t h i n g Is in I t s r a t i o n a l order. 
The s o c i a l and economic worlds o f modernity are thus pushed towards a 
p e r f e c t i o n through h i s t o r y by the dynamic forces o f reason and 
r a t i o n a l i t y . We can see t h i s form o f a n a l y s i s In the s o c i a l sciences In 
the work o f Marx, Durkhelm, and Parsons. L a t t e r l y , we have the example of 
JOrgen Habermas e x h o r t i n g us t o r e i n s t a t e t h i s p r o j e c t o f modernity, 
under q u i t e changed co n d i t i o n s from those t h a t Marx, Durkhelm, and 
Parsons were w r i t i n g under. For Habermas, the abandonment of t h i s 
r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n process would be a r e t r o g r a d e step, as i t would negate 
a l l the advances tha have been made In s o c i a l o r g a n i s a t i o n over the l a s t 
two c e n t u r i e s . Modernism, as the a t t i t u d e o f modernity, has t o be 
promoted amongst soci e t y : i t is the dynamic a t t i t u d e t h a t leads people 
towards a constant s t r i v i n g f o r a b e t t e r l i f e : w i t h o u t I t , we simply 
cannot Improve the s o c i e t i e s t h a t we l i v e in. The a t t i t u d e o f modernism, 
f o r Habermas, Is the avant-garde o f consciousness t h a t w i l l p r o j e c t the 
s o c i a l w o r l d forward; i t i s the s t a t e o f mind t h a t Is not self-seeking, 
r a t h e r i t is the s t a t e o f mind t h a t seeks the greater good f o r society. 
The opposite o f the modern consciousness Is the postmodern a t t i t u d e . 
In s o c i a l theory, the foundations o f science and r a t i o n a l i t y have been 
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abandoned, according t o the a n t l - f o u n d a t l o n a l i s t s , because they do not 
work. There Is no explanatory power In the approach t h a t sees s o c i a l 
a c t i o n as the pure product of, say, the economic system. There is no 
advantage In using s c i e n t i f i c language and techniques f o r describing a 
s o c i a l world, when science I t s e l f Is n othing more than a vast puzzle 
s o l v i n g game, where v a l i d i t y Is given t o r e s u l t s when they are based 
upon hypotheses. R a t i o n a l i s a t i o n has f a i l e d t o prevent the worst ravages 
o f t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m , and has produced democracies where the vast m a j o r i t y 
o f people are excluded from the process o f government. The postmodern 
a t t i t u d e Is one o f 'anything goes', and I t has begun t o take a hold o f 
the s o c i a l sciences: the explanation o f the s o c i a l w orld should be based 
upon what a c t u a l l y Is out there, r a t h e r than what can be hypothesised t o 
be h i d i n g underneath s o c i a l phenomena. Postmodernity, according t o the 
advocates o f postmodernism. Is a time where the large-scale 'macro' 
approaches t o the s o c i a l w o r l d w i l l no longer apply, where the small 
scale approach w i l l r u l e , and where l o g i c a l coherence t o a local 
s i t u a t i o n w i l l be the only c r i t e r i a t h a t w i l l be necessary f o r the 
e x p l a n a t i o n o f the s o c i a l world. The p r o j e c t f o r the emancipation o f 
people and the progress o f s o c i e t i e s has been l e f t behind: s o c i e t i e s 
cannot be f o r c e d t o progress when t h e r e i s no such t h i n g as progress. 
Progress has been replaced by d i f f e r e n c e : we cannot claim any 
s u p e r i o r i t y f o r our h i s t o r i c a l epoch over another as we simply do not 
have the r e l e v a n t c r i t e r i a t o do so. Those who have made such bold 
claims were merely f o o l e d by an I l l u s i o n , a l b e i t a very complex one. 
The p r o j e c t o f modernity, w i t h I t s promise o f r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n and 
progress f o r s o c i e t y , has been disrupted. Whether I t has f a i l e d , been 
abandoned, or Is undergoing r e s t r u c t u r i n g Is s t i l l the subject o f debate, 
and w i l l no doubt remain so as long as s o c i a l theory Is s t i l l concerned 
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w i t h p r o v i d i n g explanations f o r the a c t i o n s o f large numbers of people. 
For a l l t h a t L yotard claims t o be opposed t o the s t y l e o f s o c i a l theory 
w r i t t e n by Jiirgen Habermas, seeing I t as oppressive t o a l l concerned 
w i t h i t ; 
'systemtheorie' i s technocratic, even cynic a l , not t o mention 
despairing: the harmony between the needs and hopes o f 
i n d i v i d u a l s or groups and the f u n c t i o n s guaranteed by the 
system Is now only a secondary component o f i t s functioning'. 
(Lyotard, 1984: 1 1) 
L y o t a r d is proposing a theory t h a t w i l l apply t o a l l members of society, 
j u s t as Habermas claims t o propose a theory t o explain a l l f a c e t s o f 
s o c i a l l i f e . Admittedly, Lyotard has chosen the a n t l - f o u n d a t l o n a l path, 
where t h e r e Is no c e n t r a l generating mechanism t o which a l l s o c i a l 
a c t i o n s are subordinate or determined. But Lyotard's a n a l y s i s o f 
p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n in postmodern I t y and h i s view o f s o c i e t y as a p l u r a l i t y 
o f language games leads t o a suggestion f o r a p o l i t i c s f o r the 
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f Western s o c i e t i e s , and f o r the l i b e r a t i o n o f s o c i e t y as 
a whole. L y o t a r d Is dealing w i t h g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s across the spectrum o f 
the s o c i a l world, and these may not be founded on p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r o n g 
premises. However, when comparing the o u t l i n e s f o r f u t u r e p o l i t i c a l 
s t r u c t u r e s and a c t i v i t i e s o f Lyotard, Habermas, and Rorty, t h r e e widely 
dispersed opinions, i t would appear t h a t a l l three have neglected t o look 
f u r t h e r than t h e i r own t h e o r e t i c a l f o r m u l a t i o n s t o see whether or not 
the s o c i a l changes they envision are l i k e l y , or even possible. Postmodern 
p o l i t i c a l theory remains h o t l y contested, but the Issue o f the very 
p o s s i b i l i t y o f a l t e r i n g p o l i t i c a l a t t i t u d e s Is hardly touched upon by 
these s o c i a l t h e o r i s t s . I t may be t h a t a conclusion concerning the 
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v e r a c i t y o f one, or more, o f these competing t h e o r i e s Is simply not 
possible given the nature o f the contemporary s o c i a l world. 
L y o t a r d 
The s o c i a l world, according t o Lyotard, Is made up o f a p l u r a l i t y o f 
language games, each o p e r a t i n g according t o i t s own r u l e s In I t s own 
context. Some o f these language games c a r r y more weight than others, 
they are p r i v e l e g e d by the f a c t t h a t they have t h a t unseen component -
metanarratlve. Other language games - n a r r a t i v e s - are considered 
t r i v i a l by s o c i e t i e s t h a t have been so used t o hearing the grand master 
n a r r a t i v e s o f science and p o l i t i c s and r e l i g i o n f o r so Long. These 
n a r r a t i v e s o f our everyday l i v e s are the way In which the s o c i a l world 
operates: s h o r t term c o n t r a c t s drawn up between players In a vast 
network o f language p a r t i c l e s . But there are other aspects o f s o c i e t a l 
language t h a t are p r i v e l e g e d above the o r d i n a r y language o f everyday 
l i f e , p o l i t i c a l discourse, and yet, I f Lyotard's suggestion t h a t 
postmodern s o c i e t y Is here, t h e i r recourse t o metanarratlves w i l l be 
losing i t s power t o conf i r m privelege. Postmodern c i t i z e n s cease t o 
bel i e v e these extravagent and f a n c i f u l f a i r y t a l e s when faced w i t h the 
lack o f s o c i a l progress t h a t has r e s u l t e d from the post-war years. 
Lyotard's p o l i t i c a l philosophy, I f we may apply such a grand t i t l e t o 
what Is In e f f e c t a f o o t n o t e t o a mass o f w r i t i n g s p r i n c i p a l l y concerned 
w i t h the na t u r e o f philosophy. Is based, as we would expect, upon h i s 
concept o f n a r r a t l v l t y . As we have seen (supra: chapter 1), n a r r a t i v e s 
are s t o r i e s , although they do not always appear t o be the same as the 
f i c t i o n a l accounts t h a t we u s u a l l y associate w i t h t h i s word. P o l i t i c a l 
p a r t i e s employ n a r r a t i v e s t o c a r r y t h e i r p o l i t i c a l messages t o the 
general p u b l i c , conveyed by the media. To use the media they use 
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monetary funds, or the apparatus o f government. To v a l i d a t e these 
n a r r a t i v e s , they make recourse t o other n a r r a t i v e s , they use knowledge 
o f a s p e c i a l i s t nature, or they l i n k them t o some overarching theory o f 
s o c i e t a l Improvement, based on r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n of, f o r example, the 
economic sphere. The mode o f production o f p o l i t i c a l n a r r a t i v e s Is 
sketched out by Lyo t a r d In the b r i e f e s t o f a l l possible ways, because I t 
Is not the p o l i t i c a l n a r r a t i v e s themselves t h a t i n t e r e s t Lyotard, but 
what they imply f o r s o c i e t y as a whole^'*. To discover these Implications 
we must look a t the pragmatics o f the p o l i t i c i a n s n a r r a t i v e s : t h i s means 
a l l the complex r e l a t i o n s t h a t e x i s t between a speaker and what she Is 
t a l k i n g about, and the l i s t e n e r and what s t o r y she Is t o l d by the s t o r y -
t e l l e r . Democracy, according t o Lyotard, Is a coercive system, one t h a t 
places the c i t i z e n In an Impossible p o s i t i o n o f being both the r e c i p i e n t 
o f p o l i t i c a l n a r r a t i v e , and the promoter o f these n a r r a t i v e s . The hearer 
is i n a p o s i t i o n t h a t Is Incommensurable w i t h t h a t o f the s t o r y - t e l l e r , 
they do not have the same access t o Information and power, and are 
i n e v i t a b l y dominated. Yet they are the cause o f t h e i r own domination 
through choosing one p o l i t i c a l n a r r a t i v e r a t h e r than another. According 
t o Lyotard, the p o l i t i c a l system a t work In contemporary s o c i e t y can not 
be j u s t , nor can i t be w h i l e the n a r r a t i v e s o f some are prlveleged over 
those o f others. 
I t Is t h i s q uestion o f j u s t i c e t h a t occupies the c e n t r a l p o s i t i o n In 
Lyotard's a n a l y s i s o f the p o l i t i c a l , and I t becomes the cornerstone f o r 
the f u t u r e p o l i t i c s t h a t Lyotard proposes. Lyotard f i r s t looks a t how 
j u s t i c e has disappeared from modern society, and lin k s t h i s t o the 
decline o f the modern and the r i s e o f postmodern I t y . Lyotard s p e c i f i c a l l y 
abandons any attempt t o draw up a model f o r a j u s t society, u n l i k e 
f o u n d a t i o n a l t h e o r i s t s . In the same way t h a t he abandons the attempt t o 
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draw up a model f o r p o l i t i c s . The modern approach has been t o see 
j u s t i c e as the core o f p o l i t i c s , the c e n t r a l p o i n t t o which a l l others 
must answer. Modern j u s t i c e Is o f the order o f the p r e s c r i p t i v e : i t 
d i c t a t e s what should be done, r a t h e r than judging what has occurred. In 
t h i s case t h e r e can be no j u s t society, and any model which uses t h i s 
conception o f j u s t i c e w i l l be f a l s e In an a s s e r t i o n t h a t I t promotes 
l i b e r t y , as I t Implies t h a t a set o f p r e s c r i p t i o n s produced from such a 
model w i l l be a p p l i c a b l e to. the whole o f s o c i e t y (Lyotard, 1985: 25). 
Such a t h e o r e t i c a l discourse w i l l e f f e c t i v e l y exclude many o f those whom 
the p r e s c r i p t i o n s apply to. But the use o f such a t h e o r e t i c a l concept o f 
j u s t i c e , based on p r e s c r i p t i o n s such as 'thou s h a l t not...'. Is not the way 
t h a t j u s t i c e a c t u a l l y works anyway. Lyotard notes t h a t j u s t i c e , in the 
way t h a t we use i t today, can equally be construed as the c o r r e l a t i o n 
between a c t i o n s and t r u e statements. This form o f j u s t i c e . I.e. non-
p r e s c r i p t Ive j u s t i c e , Is a t odds w i t h the r u l e based form. I t is a form 
of j u s t i c e t h a t Is s i m i l a r t o our everyday n a r r a t i v e s In t h a t I t grounds 
I t s e l f according t o context and p a r t i c i p a n t s . Modern j u s t i c e thus f a l l s 
on two counts: I t Is no longer correc t , and I t no longer applies. And 
yet, I t Is s t i l l w i t h us, and s t i l l being applied: i t Is the cornerstone 
o f modern democracy, or a t least i t i s trumpeted as such. 
Democracy i s a concept o f modernity, and a deeply entrenched Icon f o r 
contemporary p o l i t i c s . Lyotard, w h i l e not antl-democratlc. Is s t r o n g l y 
opposed t o the modern concept o f democracy, but not f o r the reasons 
t h a t one would expect. Given Lyotard's Marxist c r e d e n t i a l s , one would 
expect him t o a s s a u l t democracy f o r being a sham t o p r o t e c t the r u l i n g 
class. Rather, Lyotard again p o i n t s out the p l u r a l i t y o f language games, 
and the need t o a l l o w t h i s m u l t i p l i c i t y t o be freed. Modern democracy 
prevents other voices from being heard, but I f t h i s were simply the case 
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then I t could s u r e l y be changed t o accomodate more n a r r a t i v e s . Lyotard 
sees the system as being much more s i n i s t e r . 
The c a p i t a l Issue Is t e r r o r . . . . I t Is the f a c t t h a t the s o c i a l 
bond, understood as the m u l t i p l i c i t y o f games, very d i f f e r e n t 
amond themselves, each w i t h i t s own pragmatic e f f i c a c y and i t s 
c a p a b i l i t y o f p o s i t i o n i n g people In precise places in order t o 
have them play t h e i r p a r t s , Is t r a v e r s e d by t e r r o r , t h a t i s , by 
the f e a r o f death. In a way, t h a t has always been the p o l i t i c a l 
problem. The question o f the s o c i a l bond, when i t is put In 
p o l i t i c a l terms, has always been r a i s e d In the form o f a 
possible i n t e r r u p t i o n o f the s o c i a l bond, which is simply c a l l e d 
"death" In a l l o f I t s forms: Imprisonment, unemployment, 
repression, hunger, anything you want. Those are a l l 
deaths.(Lyotard, 1985: 99) 
The p r i v i l e g i n g o f c e r t a i n n a r r a t i v e s over other n a r r a t i v e s , which even 
Lyo t a r d admits may be I n e v i t a b l e (1985: 94), r e s u l t s in the t e r r o r o f 
being removed from the game (silenced), and t h i s t e r r o r may take a 
number o f forms. In t h i s analysis, the question o f modernity or 
postmodern i t y i s not an Issue: t h i s Is a simple analysis o f a p o l i t i c a l 
system t h a t s t i f l e s and t h reatens a populace. 
To be more precise: I f a language game owes I t s e f f i c a c y , 1 
would not say only, but also, t o the f e a r o f death, even I f i t 
Is a m i n o r i t y game, i t is unjust. M a j o r i t y does not mean large 
number. I t means great fear. ...In order t o become a majority. Is 
I t necessary t o v i o l a t e the boundaries o f the language game 
concerned? Isn't there, In the pretension t o r e g u l a t e other 
language games, something l i k e t e r r o r ? (1985: 100) 
The question o f a postmodern approach a r i s e s from Lyotard's own 
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p r e s c r i p t i o n f o r h i s concept o f a pagan j u s t i c e , t h a t Is, the m u l t i p l i c i t y 
o f j u s t i c e s where each one i s defi n e d i n r e l a t i o n t o the game i t Is 
s p e c i f i c t o , t o be adopted In contemporary s o c i e t i e s . Such a non-
fo u n d a t l o n a l approach could f i t Into no modern theory o f the s o c i a l 
world. 
Paganism, as an a l t e r n a t i v e t o the modern, can be described as the 
ethos o f the postmodern: I t Is the postmodern a t t i t u d e t h a t Lyotard sees 
appearing in contemporary society, and t h a t he sees as the f u t u r e 
possible. Rather than having concepts of, democracy and j u s t i c e r e i f i e d 
a t the centre o f a t h e o r e t i c a l approach, which Is then d i c t a t e d t o the 
populace, paganism suggest t h a t t h e r e Is d i f f e r e n c e t o be celebrated. 
'What we need i s a p o l i t i c s which Is both godless and j u s t ' (Lyotard, 
1989: 135). J u s t i c e Is a working w i t h i n what the r u l e s o f each game 
permits, and can be the basis f o r the working out o f new rules. I t Is 
l i b e r a t i n g r a t h e r than p r e s c r i p t i v e . The j u s t i c e o f m u l t i p l i c i t i e s Is the 
way f o r w a r d t h a t L y o t a r d seeks from the maze o f modernity. The negation 
o f progress, t h a t cornerstone o f the Enlightenment project, and the 
de n i a l o f r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n , i s the centrepiece o f the promotion. Indeed 
c e l e b r a t i o n , o f d i f f e r e n c e t h a t Lyotard sees as being the only way t o 
r e s t r u c t u r e the s o c i a l world. 
I t Is the changes t h a t L yotard proposes t o the methods o f s o c i a l 
o r g a n i s a t i o n t h a t suggest h is theory has some grand transforming agenda 
t o i t . L y o t a r d wants our s o c i e t y t o be based upon f r e e access t o a l l 
knowledge, so t h a t language games w i l l have the p o t e n t i a l t o be equal a t 
any time. The way forward, and i t i s almost Impossible t o deny t h a t 
L y otard Is suggesting a progressive movement f o r society. Is t o l i b e r a t e 
a l l the computer data bases and give the pub l i c f r e e access t o them. 
This Is an attempt t o l i b e r a t e t he I n d i v i d u a l , and hopefully, t o produce 
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a s o c i e t y o f f r e e I n d i v i d u a l s where the temporary contract between 
people, r a t h e r than the I n s t i t u t i o n a l c o n t r a c t imposed from outside the 
context o f each language game, w i l l l i b e r a t e d i f f e r e n c e and deny any 
power base t o t e r r o r . 
Habermas 
Of a l l the t o p i c s covered in the massive oeuvre o f Jiirgen Habermas, 
the p r i n c i p a l one has only emerged In h i s recent w r i t i n g s (Habermas, 
1981; 1982; 1987a; 1987b). I t Is t h a t o f the p r o j e c t o f modernity, and 
the Importance o f c o n t i n u i n g the t r a d i t i o n s t a r t e d in the Enlightenment. 
Reason and r a t i o n a l i t y are a t the centre o f a l l Habermas's w r i t i n g s on 
the c o n d i t i o n o f s o c i e t y ; f o r Habermas, the good society Is the more 
r a t i o n a l s o c i e t y ; but the l o c a t i o n o f these two concepts Into a larger 
framework has, a t least In p a r t , been due t o pressure from w r i t e r s such 
as Michel Foucault and Jean-Franco Is Lyotard who have attempted t o t u r n 
t h e i r backs on the philosophy o f the subject, and the use o f s c i e n t i f i c 
r a t i o n a l i t y t o base t h e o r e t i c a l understanding o f the s o c i a l world upon. 
Habermas has dubbed such opponents t o modernity 'neoconservat Ives' 
(Habermas, 1981b), and has t r i e d t o show t h a t any such wholesale 
r e j e c t i o n o f modernity i s a r e t r o g r a d e s t e p f o r society. However, I t is 
c l e a r from some o f Habermas's work t h a t he has taken on board some of 
the c r i t i c i s m s o f the Enlightenment p r o j e c t in h i s c o n s t r u c t i o n of a 
t h eory f o r the progress o f s o c i e t i e s towards a b e t t e r world. I t Is the 
r e j e c t i o n o f subject centred philosophy t h a t Habermas f i n d s closest 
a f f i n i t y w i t h In the work o f the a n t l - f o u n d a t l o n a l l s t s , as we s h a l l see. 
The s o c i a l science t r a d i t i o n t h a t Habermas works w i t h i n , and also 
extends, is t h a t o f c r i t i c a l theory. Responsible f o r extensive r e v i s i o n s 
t o much o f the F r a n k f u r t Schol's work, Habermas presents us w i t h a 
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reworked c r i t i c a l theory, based upon Adorno and Horkhelmer's uptake o f 
Marx, but m o d i f i e d In s i g n i f i c a n t ways. Habermas Is c r i t i c a l o f Adorno 
and Horkhelmer r e l y i n g too h e a v i l y on Marx, p a r t i c u l a r l y in the emphasis 
upon the economic base o f society: the cost o f t h i s preoccupation i s t o 
ignore the s o c i a l s u p e r s t r u c t u r e . Habermas proposes a c r i t i c a l theory 
which regards the s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e o f s o c i e t y as being I t s main object 
o f concern; In t h i s respect he Is more a f o l l o w e r o f Weber than o f Marx. 
The Weber Ian theme o f s t a t u s and I n t e r e s t groups also receives c e r t a i n 
prominence In the work o f Habermas. Rather than seeing c a p i t a l i s m as 
being an h i s t o r i c a l e n t i t y comprising a s t r u g g l e between two great 
classes, Habermas t r a n s l a t e s t h i s i n t o an ideal t y p i c a l s i t u a t i o n where 
c a p i t a l i s m and b u r e a u c r a t i c socialism are the two main Ideal t y p i c a l 
forms o f society. In each o f these, the s t r u c t u r e o f so c i e t y Is composed 
o f s t r u g g l e s between competing s t a t u s groups. Habermas does not abandon 
M a r x i s t analysts, he merely d i l u t e s i t : f o r Habermas, there i s a r u l i n g 
class, but the f o r c e i t e x e r t s over s o c i e t y i s mediated by a l l the 
members o f society. A key theme In Habermas's work Is t h a t o f l i f e w o r l d 
(.Lebenswelt), the arena in which s o c i a l and economic s t r u c t u r e s 
i n t e r p e n e t r a t e w i t h our consciousness and actions. L i f e w o r l d i s what i s 
behind our conscious i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f the world, our Weltanschauung. 
M a t e r i a l r e p r o d u c t i o n i s s t i l l the p r i n c i p a l area o f c o n f l i c t In modern 
s o c i e t i e s , but I t Is by no means the only one. In l i n e w i t h the Marxism 
o f c r i t i c a l theory, Habermas I d e n t i f i e s the main problem o f s o c i a l 
d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n as being t h a t o f a l i e n a t i o n , where the l l f e w o r l d s o f 
members o f s o c i e t y are d i s t o r t e d by the operations o f the c a p i t a l i s t (or 
bu r e a u c r a t i c s o c i a l i s t ) s t a t e . These d i s t o r t i o n s must be removed f o r 
s o c i e t y t o become more r a t i o n a l , and I t i s towrds t h i s end t h a t Habermas 
d i r e c t s h i s a t t e n t i o n . 
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F i r s t l y , Habermas adopts a p a r t i c u l a r concept o f r a t i o n a l i t y and 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n . Habermas notes t h a t the r a t i o n a l i t y o f science, 
expounded by Enlightenment t h i n k e r s and s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t s a l i k e as being 
the way t o answer a l l questions, can not answer p r a c t i c a l questions. The 
t e c h n i c a l / s c i e n t i f i c approach can only solve t e c h n i c a l / s c i e n t i f i c Issues. 
What Is needed Is a form o f p r a c t i c a l r a t i o n a l i t y t h a t can be used t o 
l i n k t h eory t o praxis: t h i s Is what c r i t i c a l theory should In f a c t be, 
and any attempt t o reduce problems o f s o c i a l a c t i o n t o tec h n i c a l Issues 
(as Is done by Parsons on one hand, and the F r a n k f u r t School on the 
o t h e r ) Is a d e p o l l t l c l z a t l o n o f the problems o f society, and also an 
expression o f an I d e o l o g i c a l p o s i t i o n . For Habermas, science and 
technology are In themselves I d e o l o g i c a l s o c i a l practices, although the 
r u l e s they embody need not be so. The concept o f r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n and 
r a t i o n a l i t y t h a t Habermas uses is based upon t h a t of Max Weber: 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n as the extension o f the areas o f s o c i e t y subject t o 
r a t i o n a l d e c ision (Habermas, 1971: chapter 6). 
Habermas presents us w i t h a c r i t i c a l theory, where the task o f the 
s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t i s t o analyse meaningful s o c i a l action. The systems 
theory he presents us w i t h i s one based upon a Marxist analysis, where 
market r e l a t i o n s are the main source o f e x p l o i t a t i o n and power, but, 
u n l i k e Marx and the economic reduction ism he embodies, the forces o f 
prod u c t i o n are located in the growth o f human knowledge. Social progress 
is not, t h e r e f o r e , located in c o n t r o l o f work p r a c t i c e s and the products 
o f labour, but in the p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f learning and the expansion o f 
knowledge. Emancipation w i l l r e s u l t from t h i s : the greater 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n o f reason against the use o f a r b i t r a r y power. The 
tasks o f Habermas's s o c i a l science are s i m i l a r t o those o f Weber: t o 
understand meaningful s o c i a l action, and t o promote reason and the 
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r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n o f soc i e t y . The t h e o r i s t Is thus an a c t i v e t o o l In the 
changing o f soc i e t y . Habermas, again showing h i s Weber Ian heritage, sees 
the need f o r a h i s t o r i c a l perspective In the understanding o f modern 
soc i e t y , and modernity as a whole. 
Modernization as r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n . 
The h i s t o r y o f modernity i s t h a t o f a world h i s t o r i c a l process o f 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n . In a s i m i l a r way t o Weber, Habermas sees modernity as 
beginning w i t h the overcoming o f t r a d i t i o n by r a t i o n a l i t y , the process o f 
disenchantment, and the subsequent growth o f r a t i o n a l i t y In a l l aspects 
o f human action . As modernity proceeds, r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n spreads through 
both the s t r u c t u r e s o f s o c i e t y and through the consciousness o f people. 
R a t i o n a l i z a t i o n , in t h i s Weber Ian form, can be e i t h e r p o s i t i v e or 
negative: p o s i t i v e r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n takes the form o f disenchantment, or 
d e m y s t l f I c a t l o n , and i t i s a progressive and c i v i l i z i n g force. Negative 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n i s manifested as the I r o n Cage o f bureaucracy, and 
c a p i t a l i s m . Habermas sees Weber as being a 'despairing l i b e r a l ' w i t h 
r egard t o t h i s issue, and, although agreeing t h a t the Iron Cage w i l l be 
present In l a t e c a p i t a l i s m , suggests t h a t t h i s need not be the case I f 
one looks f u r t h e r than j u s t the r a t i o n a l a c t i o n o f e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l 
a c t i v i t i e s . The process o f modernization w i l l proceed as long as so c i e t y 
chooses r a t i o n a l i t y as I t s o r g a n i s i n g p r i n c i p l e , and t h i s process w i l l 
lead t o an emancipatory e f f e c t . In the case o f the human sciences, which 
is where Habermas notes the s l i d e away from modernity and i n t o the dead 
end o f postmodern i t y , t h e i r h i s t o r y Is e q u a l l y one o f the gradual 
progress o f Reason throughout the d i s c i p l i n e s . However, r a t h e r than t h i s 
process c o n t i n u i n g t o the present day, Habermas i d e n t i f i e s a number o f 
wrong t u r n i n g s t h a t have been made on the path o f modernity: I t is 
these f a l s e t u r n i n g s t h a t have Lead the human sciences t o the 
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postmodern conclusion (Habermas, 1987b: 83-105). Those t h a t have turned 
away from the p r o j e c t o f modernity are l a b e l l e d 'neoconservatIve' by 
Habermas, who p r i n c i p a l l y I d e n t i f i e s Foucault. Foucault, because o f h i s 
p r e d i c t i o n o f the death o f the subject. Is seen as being the prime mover 
away from subject centred philosophy by Habermas (Habermas, 1987b), and 
he t r a c e s the l i n e o f reasoning back from Foucault t o Nietzsche. But f o r 
Habermas, t h e r e Is no p o i n t t o the study o f s o c i e t y w i t h o u t the human 
component. To escape from modernity is t o open the doors t o unreason 
and t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m : i t i s t o deny a l l the p o s i t i v e changes t h a t have 
occurred In human s o c i e t y In recent times. However, Habermas does agree 
w i t h Foucault t h a t a s u b j e c t - c e n t r e d philosophy Is unworkable, but only 
up t o a point. Habermas proposes t h a t the study o f s o c i e t y should be 
based upon I n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y r a t h e r than s u b j e c t i v i t y , as I t Is 
I n t e r s u b j e c t l v l t y t h a t gives meaning t o the world. Habermas a r r i v e s at 
t h i s conclusion from h i s use o f W i t t g e n s t e i n , and Wittgenstein's idea o f 
meaning as being contingent upon use. Habermas seeks t o rescue the 
p r o j e c t o f modernity In the study o f s o c i e t y by means o f a theory o f 
communication. 
What r a i s e s us out o f nature is the only t h i n g whose nature we 
can know: language. Through i t s s t r u c t u r e , autonomy and 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y are p o s i t e d f o r us. Our f i r s t sentence expresses 
unequivocally the I n t e n t i o n o f u n i v e r s a l and unconstrained 
consensus. (Habermas, 1972: 314) 
The I n t e r s u b j e c t l v e n a t u r e o f language and communication, and thus a l l 
other forms o f human act i o n , o f f e r Habermas the way in which he can 
suggest a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the p r o j e c t o f modernity in the human 
sciences, and maintain the ongoing r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n process as a p r i n c i p l e 
f o r the progress o f society. Put simply, Habermas proposes a s o c i a l 
- 75 -
system based upon communicative c l a r i t y . 
Habermas uses the example o f psychoanalysis as a metaphor f o r a l l 
communication In society. He wants t o show t h a t r a t i o n a l i t y and 
I r r a t i o n a l i t y are present In a l l forms o f o r d i n a r y s o c i a l I n t e r a c t i o n , and 
the model o f psychoanalysis i l l u m i n a t e s t h i s in t h a t i t i s a s t r u c t u r e d 
from o f communication between speaking and a c t i n g subjects t h a t w i l l 
lead t o a form o f emancipation: Inpsychoanalysis, t h i s Is manifested as 
p a t i e n t autonomy through r a t i o n a l c o n t r o l o f t h e i r l i f e , the c r i t i c a l 
r e f l e c t i o n Involved In the psychoanalysis process Is e x t r a p o l a t e d by 
Habermas t o encompass a l l communication, and I t Is the way in which a 
subject w i l l e valuate the world through a p p r a i s a l o f knowledge. However 
good t h i s c r i t i c a l process on the p a r t o f the subject may be, i t may not 
be c o r r e c t : communication can be s y s t e m a t i c a l l y d i s t o r t e d . The metaphor 
o f psychoanalysis I l l u m i n a t e s t h i s again: the psychoanalyst may be 
r e q u i r e d t o e x p l a i n the d i s t o r t i o n s t h a t the p a t i e n t can not see through. 
These are not misunderstandings, but d i s t o r t i o n s t h a t a c t u a l l y r e f l e c t 
the d i s t o r t i o n s o f s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s . Moving back t o the world o f 
o r d i n a r y speech, most disagreements should be resolved e a s i l y by the use 
o f r a t i o n a l i t y : t h i s Is not possible In the case o f s y s t e m a t i c a l l y 
d i s t o r t e d communication as the r e l e v a n t Infomation f o r a r a t i o n a l 
a n a l y s i s Is d i s t o r t e d or occluded. 
...communicative competence does mean the mastery o f the means 
of c o n s t r u c t i o n necessary f o r the establishment o f an Ideal 
speech s i t u a t i o n . No matter how the I n t e r s u b j e c t l v l t y o f mutual 
understanding may be deformed, the design o f an Ideal speech 
s i t u a t i o n i s n e c e s s a r i l y Implied In the s t r u c t u r e o f p o t e n t i a l 
speech, since a l l speech, even o f i n t e n t i o n a l deception. Is 
o r i e n t a t e d towards the Idea o f t r u t h . (Habermas, 1970b: 372) 
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The Idea l speech s i t u a t i o n t h a t Habermas Is seeking, and t h i s Is the 
Idea l speech s i t u a t i o n t h a t w i l l r eso l ve the problems o f s o c i e t y and 
p r o j e c t s o c i e t y f o r w a r d th rough f u r t h e r r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n o f the l l f e w o r l d 
and s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s , Is thus a s i t u a t i o n t h a t Is nascent In a l l speech 
s i t u a t i o n s , d i s t o r t e d or no t . I t r e s t s on a fo rm o f I n t e r s u b j e c t l v l t y 
based upon mutua l unders tand ing , and embodies a fo rm o f s o c i a l 
d i s c u s s i o n t h a t w i l l app ly concepts such as t r u t h , j u s t i c e , and freedom. 
T h i s s o c i a l d i scuss ion which w i l l reach conc lus ions about these concepts 
w i l l , In the Idea l speech s i t u a t i o n , be t h rough uncons t ra ined consensus. 
The concepts themselves are based upon r a t i o n a l c r i t e r i a , and as such 
can be d e f i n e d and a p p l i e d r a t i o n a l l y , g iven t h a t no communicat ive 
d i s t o r t i o n s , or r e s t r i c t i o n s are app l i ed . The Ideal speech s i t u a t i o n Is 
t he goa l o f a c r i t i c a l t heo ry o f soc ie t y , and is the goal o f the p ro j ec t 
o f modern i t y : I t can not be achieved by abandoning r a t i o n a l i t y and 
reason, o r g i v i n g up on ideas o f p rog ress and the p o s s i b i l i t y o f 
emanc ipa t ion . 
Habermas and Postmodern I ty . 
Regardless o f t h e debate between modern i ty and postmodernI ty , 
Habermas I d e n t i f i e s a number o f problems In the o r g a n i s a t i o n and 
s t r u c t u r e o f contemporary soc i e t y . The p u b l i c sphere, the scene th rough 
recen t (modern) h i s t o r y o f the debates about the l e g i t i m a t i o n o f s o c i a l 
and p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n has become degraded. Where the pub l i c sphere served 
t o p rov ide open ended d i scuss ion o f Impor tant Issues In the past . I t has 
become. In an age o f mass a f f l u e n c e and mass democracy, a space where 
the mass media 'man ipu la tes ' p u b l i c op in i on , and where the leve l o f 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n In p o l i t i c a l d i scuss ions has been f a l l i n g o f f . Th is Is, f o r 
Habermas, a f e a t u r e o f the I r r a t i o n a l i t y t h a t needs t o be co r rec ted t o 
s o l v e some o f t he problems o f contemporary soc ie t y . The management o f 
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p o l i t i c s by the system can on ly be countered by the fo rm ing o f r a t i o n a l 
consensus amongst t h e populace, e f f e c t i v e l y an i n j e c t i o n o f Reason t o 
counter t he i r r a t i o n a l i t y in the body p o l i t i c . 
Habermas does not o f f e r h i s readers r a p i d s o l u t i o n s t o the problems 
o f s o c i e t a l o r g a n i s a t i o n . What he c la ims t o o f f e r is an unders tand ing o f 
why p a r t i c u l a r symptoms have appeared, and what the hea l thy s t a t e o f 
s o c i e t y shou ld look l i ke . The path between the two s t a t e s o f being 
remains somewhat obscure, a l t hough Habermas does g ive gu ide l i nes as t o 
how the t r a n s i t i o n shou ld be achieved. Contemporary s o c i e t y (postmodern 
s o c i e t y accord ing t o o t h e r s ) is c h a r a c t e r i s e d by c r i s e s in the two major 
components o f s o c i e t y - l l f e w o r l d and system - and the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between t he two is h i g h l y d y s f u n c t i o n a l . Th is Is man i fes ted In the r i s e 
o f new s o c i a l movements, such as green p o l i t i c s and env i ronmenta l 
p ressure groups, t h a t d i s p l a y the f r a y i n g o f the edge between system 
and l l f e w o r l d (Habermas, 1981a). The on ly s o l u t i o n f o r soc ie t y , accord ing 
t o Habermas, is t o r e s t a t e the r a t i o n a l i t y t h a t shou ld be present in the 
course a s o c i e t y Is t a k i n g , and t h i s can be e f f e c t e d by promot ing 
communicat ive c l a r i t y . I t Is a c a l l f o r an open soc ie t y , where the 
Ideology embodied in t e c h n o c r a t i c consciousness and i t s concomitant 
p o l l t l c i z a t l o n o f sc ience and technology Is countered by a t r u l y r a t i o n a l 
sc ience (Habermas, 1971: 112-113) . Modernism has become a l i e n a t e d f rom 
I t s e l f t h rough the d i l u t i o n o f I t s con ten t by the degradat ion o f the 
p u b l i c sphere: I t can no longer ground i t s e l f e f f e c t i v e l y . As w e l l as 
these I n t e r n a l problems, the neo -conse rva t l ves are seeking t o des t roy 
modern i t y comple te ly , which w i l l des t r oy the p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r an 
emancipated s o c i e t y In the f u t u r e . 
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Rorty . 
S p l i t t i n g the d i f f e r e n c e between Lyo ta rd and Habermas. 
Both Habermas and Lyo ta rd agree t h a t t h e r e are s e r i o u s problems w i t h 
contemporary s o c i e t y . For Lyo ta rd , I t i s no t so much t h a t the 
m e t a n a r r a t i v e based accounts o f the w o r l d are l i e s : I t is s imp ly t h a t 
they a re m is lead ing and promote misunders tand ing . The commodl f Icat ion o f 
knowledge, and the r e l o c a t i n g o f knowledge as the p r i n c i p l e s take in the 
c o m p e t i t i o n f o r power has led t o knowledge being denied t o many people. 
P o l i t i c s have degenerated in recent years i n t o a number o f a lmost 
In te rchangab le n a r r a t i v e s , backed up w i t h spu r ious me tana r ra t i ve 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n s . Science in postmodern I t y is now an e n t e r p r i s e t h a t 
l e g i t i m a t e s I t s e l f by p a r a l o g y ' ^ , bu t s t i l l c la ims t o be a grand 
e m p i r i c a l p r o j e c t , and s t i l l denies the va lue o f n a r r a t i v e s , even though 
they a re used by s c i e n t i s t s t o exp la i n t h e i r work t o themselves and 
o t h e r s . There is a r e p r e s s i v e system a t work In soc ie t y , one which 
promotes c o n f o r m i t y a t the expense o f d i f f e r e n c e , and one t h a t t h rea tens 
t he i n d i v i d u a l t h a t does not conform w i t h t e r r o r . 
Habermas sees the problems o f contemporary s o c i e t y as being caused 
by a number o f d i f f e r e n t f a c t o r s . The economic system t h a t operates In 
Western s o c i e t i e s Is by no means a r a t i o n a l one. The I r r a t i o n a l i t y o f the 
system, and the r a t i o n a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n s which governments g ive t o t h i s 
leads t o c o n f l i c t s a r i s i n g between the system o f the s o c i a l wo r l d , and 
the l l f e w o r l d o f the I n d i v i d u a l : the d i s p a r i t i e s between the two are 
w iden ing , and the r e c t i f i c a t i o n f o r t h i s is a f u r t h e r r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n 
program, coup led w i t h a moving towrads a more e f f i c i e n t communicative 
system. An Idea l , or a t leas t b e t t e r , s o c i e t y can be formed out o f the 
p r i n c i p l e s o f modern i t y , I f t he p r o j e c t i s s tuck w i t h . To abandon the 
p r o j e c t o f modern i t y would be t o c a p i t u l a t e t o the fo rces o f unreason 
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and t o th row away a l l t he l i b e r a l i s i n g re fo rms t h a t modern s o c i e t i e s 
have made. Th ings may not be g rea t , but they can be changed f o r the 
b e t t e r g i ven the r i g h t cond i t i ons . 
I t Is I n t e r e s t i n g t h a t a l though Habermas and Lyo ta rd take 
fundamen ta l l y d i f f e r e n t t h e o r e t i c a l s t andpo in t s , they both seek a 
r e s o l u t i o n t o c o n f l i c t t h rough the way t h a t I n te rpe rsona l communicat ions 
opera te , a l t hough the ways they seek are q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . They a lso 
concur In I d e n t i f y i n g knowledge as a major t o o l In the opera t ion o f 
power. Both w r i t e r s po i n t t o a genera l loss o f meaning In soc ie ty : In 
Habermas's case I t Is t he loss o f meaning t h a t occurs when t h i n g s t h a t 
a re va lued no longur co inc ide w i t h the va lues t h a t people hold. In 
Lyo ta rd ' s case, I t Is the loss o f meaning t h a t occurs when the 
exp lana t i ons f o r t he a c t i o n s o f the s t a t e no longer have any I n t e r n a l 
coherence. However, they are opposed on a lmost a l l t h e o r e t i c a l po in t s : 
t he problems they I d e n t i f y a re In many ways the same, but the s o l u t i o n s 
they f i n d a re d i a m e t r i c a l l y opposed. 
The work o f R ichard Ror ty Is In many ways an a t tempt t o c la im the 
midd le ground between Lyo ta rd and Habermas. Rather than seeking the 
a n a r c h i s t pa th o f Lyo ta rd , or the f u n c t i o n a l i s t pa th o f Habermas, Ror ty 
proposes a s o l u t i o n t o both the s o c i e t a l problems o f postmodernI ty , and 
the problems o f p roduc ing a workable s o c i a l t heo ry th rough the no t i on o f 
community and communi tar ian Ism. We should no te t h a t Ror ty Is approaching 
the ques t i ons o f s o c i a l o r g a n i s a t i o n and t h e o r i s i n g about s o c i e t y f rom a 
ve ry d i f f e r e n t pe rspec t i ve t o e i t h e r Habermas or Lyo ta rd . Habermas and 
L y o t a r d have a common h e r i t a g e in terms o f the t h i n k e r s t ha t they base 
much o f t h e i r work upon: Kant, Hegel, Marx, Freud, W i t t g e n s t e i n , Foucaul t . 
Ror ty sees h i m s e l f as p a r t o f the American p ragmat l s t school , a 
t r a d i t i o n t h a t he t r a c e s back t o the work o f W i l l i am James and John 
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Dewey. Of course, Ror ty does consider the work o f the European t h i n k e r s 
ment ioned above, bu t t he b ias In h i s work Is away f rom the la rge sca le 
s o c i a l t heo ry o f Marx, and towards t he language-based t h e o r i e s o f 
a n a l y t i c a l ph i losophy. I t Is Impor tant t o bear In mind t h a t the p r i n c i p l e 
concern o f Ror ty Is no t s o c i a l t heo ry bu t ph i losophy. Habermas and 
Lyo ta rd , bu t p a r t i c u l a r l y Habermas, are s o c i a l t h e o r i s t s , concerned w i t h 
mapping ou t the way t h a t s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s and I n s t i t u t i o n s work In 
s o c i e t y . Ror ty Is concerned w i t h the ways In which a non - founda t i ona l 
ph i losophy can be c o n f i g u r e d In the la te t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry , a l though t h i s 
does no t n e c e s s a r i l y reduce the va lue o f h i s work on postmodern soc ie ty . 
Be fo re look ing In d e t a i l a t Ror t y ' s t h e o r e t i c a l response t o the problems 
o f postmodern I t y , I w i l l rev iew h i s response t o the d iscuss ion between 
L y o t a r d and Habermas. 
In Habermas and L y o t a r d on Postmodern I t y . Ror ty se t s out the main 
p o i n t s o f d isagreement between Habermas and Lyo ta rd , be fo re a t t e m p t i n g 
t o ' s p l i t t he d i f f e r e n c e ' CRorty, 1985a: 174) between them. The main 
d isagreement r e s t s on t he n a t u r e o f s o c i a l t heo ry , r a t h e r than the s t a t e 
o f s o c i e t y a t p resen t . Habermas and Lyo ta rd cannot reconc i l e t h e i r 
d i f f e r e n c e s because t o do so would be t o co l lapse the r es t o f t h e i r 
t heo ry . The Idea o f what theo ry Is, and how I t Is t o be conceived. Is 
t hus the s tumb l i ng b lock between the f o u n d a t i o n a l and a n t i - f o u n d a t i o n a l 
approach. 
Any th ing t h a t Habermas w i l l count as r e t a i n i n g a ' t h e o r e t i c a l 
approach' w i l l be counted by an Incredu lous Lyo ta rd as a 
'me tana r ra t l ve ' . Any th ing t h a t abandons such an approach w i l l be 
counted by Habermas as 'neoconservat Ive ' , because I t drops the 
n o t i o n s which have been used t o j u s t i f y the va r ious re fo rms 
which have marked t he h i s t o r y o f the Western democracies s ince 
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t he En l igh tenment , and which are s t l U being used t o c r i t i c i s e 
the soc io-economic I n s t i t u t i o n s o f both the Free and Communist 
wor lds . Abandoning a s tandpo in t which Is, I f not t ranscendenta l , 
a t leas t ' u n l v e r s a l l s t l c ' , seems t o Habermas t o be t ray the s o c i a l 
hopes which have been c e n t r a l t o l i b e r a l p o l i t i c s . (Rorty, 1985a: 
162) 
Habermas, accord ing t o Ror ty , wants t o p reserve the no t i on o f s c i e n t i f i c 
I nqu i r y , and the concept o f s c i e n t i f i c r a t i o n a l i t y . R a t i o n a l i t y w i l l g i ve 
t he answers t o ques t i ons o f t r u t h and v a l i d i t y . Lyo ta rd responds t h a t 
sc ience is no t the same as i t used t o be: i t is no longer the emp i r i ca l 
process t h a t I t once was. Science now Is l e g i t i m i s e d not by theory but 
by para logy . I t is an endeavour t h a t has t o descr ibe I t s e l f by re fe rence 
t o n a r r a t i v e s , w h i l e dec ry ing n a r r a t l v l t y f o r being u n s c i e n t i f i c . Lyo ta rd 
seeks t o remove the s t a t u s t h a t sc ience has as a p r i v i l e g e d form o f 
I nqu i r y . Given these c o n d i t i o n s , the l ink between science and p o l i t i c s , 
and t he r e l i a n c e o f p o l i t i c s upon q u a s i - s c i e n t i f i c j u s t i f i c a t i o n cou ld be 
broken, t hus f r e e i n g the o r d i n a r y n a r r a t i v e s o f everyday l i f e f rom t h e i r 
subserv ience t o me tana r ra t i ves . Ror ty sees Lyo ta rd as being mistaken 
here. He c e r t a i n l y agrees w i t h Lyo ta rd ' s po in t about the s t r i c t 
I n t e r l inkage between sc ience and p o l i t i c s , and s t r e s s e s the importance o f 
the p o i n t : 
... t he p o i n t I c la imed t h a t Lyo ta rd shared w i t h Feyerabend and 
Hesse - the po i n t t h a t t he re are no I n t e r e s t i n g ep l s temo log l ca l 
d i f f e r e n c e s between the alms and procedures o f s c i e n t i s t s and 
those o f p o l i t i c i a n s - Is a b s o l u t e l y fundamenta l , the recovery 
o f a Baconian, non-Car tes ian a t t i t u d e towards science would 
pe rm i t us t o d ispense w i t h the Idea o f an ' I n t e r n a l t h e o r e t i c a l 
dynamic' In sc ience, a dynamic which Is something more than the 
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' any th ing goes t h a t works ' s p i r i t which u n i t e s Bacon and 
Feyerabend. (Ror ty , 1985a: 170) 
But Lyo ta rd ' s c la im t h a t s c i e n t i f i c a c t i v i t y has somehow changed as 
s o c i e t y has en te red pos tmodern l t y Is q u i t e mis taken. A l though unc red i t ed , 
L y o t a r d i s making a v e i l e d re fe rnce to the work o f Thomas Kuhn in h i s 
a n a l y s i s o f sc ience, bu t m i s i n t e r p r e t s Kuhn's t h e s i s o f s c i e n t i f i c 
r e v o l u t i o n s . Kuhn shows t h a t the n o t i o n o f e m p i r i c a l science Is d i s r u p t e d 
by a s e r i e s o f r e v o l u t i o n s , f o l l o w e d by a long phase o f normal science 
(Kuhn, 1970). L y o t a r d imp l ies t h a t emp i r i c i sm has been the norm f o r a l l 
o f sc ience up t o the po i n t in the 1950s when pos tmodern l ty began and 
sc ience began t o l e g i t i m a t e I t s e l f by para logy , and t o take on more 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y aspects . Rather than looking f o r the d i s j u n c t i o n s between 
normal and r e v o l u t i o n a r y sc ience, Lyo ta rd sugges ts t ha t sc ience should 
j u s t be r e v o l u t i o n a r y , or In a s t a t e o f pe rpe tua l r e v o l u t i o n . 
To say t h a t 'sc ience a ims ' a t p i l i n g para logy upon para logy Is 
l i k e say ing t h a t ' p o l i t i c s alms' a t p i l i n g r e v o l u t i o n upon 
r e v o l u t i o n . No Inspec t ion o f the concerns o f contemporary 
sc ience o r o f contemporary p o l i t i c s cou ld show any th ing o f the 
s o r t . The most t h a t cou ld be shown Is t h a t t a l k o f the alms o f 
e i t h e r Is no t p a r t i c u l a r l y u s e f u l . (Rorty, 1985a: 163) 
Ror ty Is keen t o show t h a t he and Habermas share much common ground. 
Habermas I d e n t i f i e s an i n t e r n a l t h e o r e t i c a l dynamic t h a t p rope ls the 
sc iences t o c rea te new forms o f knowledge. Th is Is t r a n s l a t e d by Rorty, 
who wishes t o r e t a i n t he Idea o f p rogress w i t h o u t a c t u a l l y us ing such a 
te rm, i n t o a s o c i a l p r a c t i c e - an e v o l u t i o n a r y d r i v e towards 
correspondence w i t h r e a l i t y . In t h i s case, s c i e n t i s t s do not , as Habermas 
sugges ts , seek t o t i e t h e i r new knowledge t o o l d t heo r i es , but t r y t o 
l i nk them t o g e t h e r w i t h o t he r t h e o r i e s t o e f f e c t a b e t t e r unders tand ing 
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o f the w o r l d (Rorty, 1987b). L ikewise , Habermas's concep tua l i sa t i on o f 
i n t e r s u b j e c t l v l t y as a workab le s o l u t i o n t o the problem o f the sub jec t Is 
t r a n s l a t e d by Ror ty I n to being a mis taken ve rs i on o f h i s own 
communi tar ian Ism. Lyo ta rd ' s r e l i a n c e upon t he I n d i v i d u a l Is too dry f o r 
Ror ty , as I t f a l l s t o In lude any no t i on o f the c o l l e c t i v e , o f a concept 
o f 'we', a po i n t t h a t Ror ty c la ims Is p reva len t In much o f contemporary 
French though t , no tab l e the work o f Foucau l t (Rorty, 1985a: 172). 
Both Habermas and Lyo ta rd , a long w i t h most o ther Western s o c i a l 
t h e o r i s t s s ince the t ime o f Kant, have made a v i t a l mis take, accord ing t o 
Ror ty , and t h a t is t o be preoccupied w i t h the no t i on o f the t r a d i t i o n o f 
ph i losophy, and the need f o r I t t o be 'overcome, unmasked, or 
genea log lzed ' ( I b i d . ) . Habermas and Lyo ta rd are both ove r l y concerned 
w i t h r e w r i t i n g the t r a d i t i o n o f s o c i a l t heo ry t o see t h a t the sequence 
o f ph i l osophe rs t h rough modern i ty is a d i s t r a c t i o n f rom the h i s t o r y o f 
concre te s o c i a l eng inee r i ng . Ror ty c la ims t h a t I t Is t h i s Idea o f s o c i a l 
eng inee r ing t h a t Is Impor tant t o s o c i a l theory , not where the wrong 
t u r n i n g s may or may not have been made In the h i s t o r y o f ph i losophy. 
Con t inu ing In t h i s p r a g m a t l s t ve in , Ror ty descr ibes the way In which 
L y o t a r d and Habermas can be r e s t r u c t u r e d t o make them f i t In w i t h such 
a program o f c o n s t r u c t i v e s o c i a l eng ineer ing : 
We cou ld agree w i t h Lyo ta rd t h a t we need no more 
me tana r ra t Ives, bu t w i t h Habermas t h a t we need less dryness. We 
cou ld agree w i t h Lyo ta rd t h a t s t u d i e s o f a t r a n s h l s t o r l c a l 
s u b j e c t a re o f l i t t l e use In r e i n f o r c i n g our sense o f 
I d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h our community, w h i l e I n s i s t i n g upon the 
importance o f t h a t sense. (Rorty, 1985a: 173) 
Where L y o t a r d makes such a c la im about the Importance o f ' r e i n f o r c i n g 
our sense o f I d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h our community' Is unc lear : Ror ty Is f a r 
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t oo keen t o show t h a t L y o t a r d Is r e a l l y a suppor te r o f Ror ty ' s own 
theo ry o f communi tar ian Ism. 
As f o r Ro r t y ' s own s o l u t i o n t o the problems fac ing postmodern 
s o c i e t y , and the p o s s i b i l i t y o f a postmodern theory , many o f the key 
f e a t u r e s have a l ready been ment ioned above. Ror ty o f f e r s a p r e s c r i p t i o n 
f o r the r e s t r u c t u r i n g o f s o c i a l l i f e f o r the b e t t e r , which he c a l l s 
' pos tmodern is t bourgeo is l i b e r a l i s m ' , and l a t e r 'communl tar lanism' . The 
postmodern component o f t h i s comes f rom Ror t y ' s agreement w i t h Lyo ta rd 
about the c u r r e n t d i s t r u s t o f me tana r ra t i ves v i s i b l e in soc ie ty . 
These m e t a n a r r a t i v e s a re s t o r i e s which pu rpo r t t o j u s t i f y 
l o y a l t y t o , or breaks w i t h , c e r t a i n contemporary communit ies, but 
which a re n e i t h e r h i s t o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e s about what these or 
o t he r communi t ies have done in the past no t scenar ios about 
what they might do In the f u t u r e . (Rorty, 1983: 585) 
'Bourgeois ' Is used by Ror ty as a marker t o show t h a t the cond i t i ons 
g i v i n g r i s e t o t he p r a c t i c e s and I n s t i t u t i o n s o f contemporary s o c i e t y 
a re on ly poss ib l e under c e r t a i n h i s t o r i c a l and economic cond i t i ons . 
' L i be ra l i sm ' h i g h l i g h t s the need f o r s o c i a l a c t i o n t o be respons ib le t o 
s o c i e t y as a whole, and the need f o r I d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h the whole o f 
ones community. Ror ty cons iders many I n t e l l e c t u a l s as having 
m a r g i n a l i s e d themselves f rom the communi t ies o f which they were once 
members, due t o the lack o f any I d e n t i f i c a t i o n , or due to the need t o 
I d e n t i f y some 'supercommunlty ' such as the whole o f humanity. Th is 
a t t emp t i s a Kant ian o p t i o n , but one t h a t w i l l not succeed, as t he re can 
be no such t h i n g as human d i g n i t y t h a t does not sp r ing f rom some 
s p e c i f i c community. I t Is the Hegel ian t r a d i t i o n t h a t seeks the 
I d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f humani ty as a b i o l o g i c a l r a t h e r than a moral no t i on , 
and I t Is t h i s l i ne o f reasoning t h a t Ror ty promotes. 
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I t Is the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f I n t e l l e c t u a l s t o promote the Idea o f 
community, and t o I d e n t i f y w i t h e x i s t i n g communi t ies, and t h i s can only 
be done by changing t he vocabu lary t h a t we use t o descr ibe the wor ld 
around us. 
Once we r e a l i s e t h a t p rogress , f o r the community as f o r the 
I n d i v i d u a l , Is a ma t te r o f us ing new phrases as w e l l as o f 
a rgu ing f rom premises phrased In o l d words, we r e a l i s e t h a t a 
c r i t i c a l vocabu lary which revo lves around no t i ons l i ke ' r a t i o n a l ' , 
' c r i t e r i a ' , 'argument ' , ' f ounda t i on ' and 'abso lu te ' Is badly s u i t e d 
t o the r e l a t i o n between o l d and new. (Rorty , 1986c: 10) 
The Idea o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l f ounda t i ons w i l l d isappear when t h i s 
vocabu la ry Is changed. Such founda t ions presuppose what t o p i c s and 
arguments are on the agenda In democrat ic s o c i e t i e s , and t o achieve any 
degree o f l i b e r a l i s a t i o n , a l l t o p i c s must be a l lowed t o be d iscussed. The 
removal o f such f ounda t i ons f rom a s o c i e t y w i l l lead to the 
unders tand ing t h a t a community need only l i v e up to I t s own t r a d i t i o n s , 
no t t o a mora l law Imposed f rom the ou ts ide , or f rom h i s t o r y . A r h e t o r i c 
o f l i b e r a l i s m can be b u i l t upon the work o f Kuhn, Wl tgens te ln , Dewey, and 
Davidson, bu t w i t h o u t the vocabu lary o f the o l d ph i l osoph i ca l founda t ions 
I t w i l l no t p rov ide any community w i t h any way o f p rov ing a moral 
s u p e r i o r i t y over any o the r community. Any a t tempt t o do so would be 
f u t i l e , as the argument would run up aga ins t the w a l l o f vocabulary : one 
community 's vocabu lary o f l i b e r a l i s m aga ins t another 's . Ror ty p rov ides a 
u s e f u l o u t l i n e o f how s o c i e t i e s w i l l look g iven the p r e s c r i p t i o n s o f 
pos tmodern is t bourgeo is l i b e r a l i s m are achieved. 
An I d e a l l y l i b e r a l s o c i e t y Is one In which whatever Is both 
d e s i r a b l e and poss ib le can be achieved by persuas ion r a t h e r than 
by f o r c e , r e f o rm r a t h e r than r e v o l u t i o n , by the f r e e and open 
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encoun te rs o f p resen t l i n g u i s t i c and o the r p rac t i ces w i t h 
sugges t i ons f rom, and examples of , new p r a c t i c e s . But t h i s is t o 
say t h a t a l i b e r a l s o c i e t y Is one which has no Ideal except 
f reedom, no goa l except a w i l l i n g n e s s t o see how such 
encounters go and t o abide by the outcome. I t Is a societas 
r a t h e r than an universitas p r e c i s e l y because I t has no purpose 
except t o make l i f e eas ie r f o r poets and r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s wh i le 
see ing t o I t t h a t they make l i f e harder f o r o ther people on ly 
by words, and no t deeds. I t Is a s o c i e t y whose hero Is the 
s t r o n g poet and the r e v o l u t i o n a r y because I t recognises t h a t I t 
Is what I t Is, has the m o r a l i t y I t has, speaks the language i t 
does, no t because i t approx imates the w i l l o f God or the na tu re 
o f man, bu t because c e r t a i n poets and r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s o f the 
past spoke as they d i d . (Rorty, 1986c: 13-14) 
Ror t y Is no t so f o o l h a r d y as t o suggest t h a t t h i s fo rm o f l i f e Is j u s t 
around the corner . What he does propose Is t h a t I t Is wor th s t r i v i n g f o r 
an Idea l , and t h a t the I n t e l l e c t u a l must p lay a pa r t In a c t i v a t i n g t h i s 
p a r t i c u l a r way f o r w a r d , and, p a r t i c u l a r l y , must p lay a p a r t in the 
defence and promot ion o f f reedom. 
Conclus ion 
Postmodern Soc ie ty . 
Dur ing t he las t 150 years t h e r e has been an unprecedented 
democ ra t I sa t i on o f p o l i t i c a l l i f e th roughou t the Western wor ld . Modern i ty 
has been an age o f advancing the needs o f the s t a t e and s o c i e t y th rough 
t he p u b l i c sphere. At the same t ime, the g rowth o f c a p i t a l i s m , and the 
c o n s o l i d a t i o n o f the Idea o f a r u l i n g c lass c o n t r o l l i n g the means o f 
p roduc t i on has been advanced. But f o r a l l t he democrat Isat Ion t h a t has 
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taken p lace, Sheldon Wo t i n p o i n t s ou t t h a t pub l i c p a r t i c i p a t i o n In 
p o l i t i c a l a f f a i r s has never been so low. The exe rc i se o f p o l i t i c a l r i g h t s 
Is now seen as bo r i ng , burdensome, and lack ing s i g n i f i c a n c e . 
To be a c i t i z e n does not appear an Impor tant r o l e nor p o l i t i c a l 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n an I n t r i n s i c good. ...By reduc ing p o l i t i c s t o a 
cheap commodity, democracy has seemingly c o n t r i b u t e d t o the 
d i l u t i o n o f p o l i t i c s . (Wol ln, 1961: 353) 
Lyo ta rd , Habermas and Ror ty each present us w i t h a d i f f e r e n t ve rs i on o f 
how postmodern s o c i e t y has come In to be ing, and how I t can be changed 
f o r the b e t t e r . For Lyo ta rd , the way t o Improve s o c i e t y Is by g i v i n g the 
p u b l i c f r e e access t o t he databases o f t he I n s t i t u t i o n s o f t he s t a t e , 
and t o r i d s o c i e t y o f me tana r ra t I ves : a l l language games would thus be 
o f equal s t a t u s a t any g iven t ime. For Habermas, the p ro j ec t o f 
modern i t y must be r e i n s t a t e d , and a s i t u a t i o n o f communicat ive c l a r i t y 
b rough t about , so t h a t a l l d i scou rse w i l l be e q u a l l y I n t e l l i g i b l e . For 
Ror ty , communi t ies must be t u rned In to t he Ideal l i b e r a l I n s t i t u t i o n s 
t h a t they are capable o f be ing: they w i l l then be able t o progress 
t h rough a g rowth o f knowledge, and produce g rea te r democracies based 
upon genuine c o n t r o l o f the Ins t ruments o f the s t a t e by the people. 
These major changes t o s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e have a common f a c t o r ; In each 
case, the s o c i a l t h e o r i s t s r e l y upon the people o f a g iven s o c i e t y t o 
e f f e c t change In p a r t i c u l a r d i r e c t i o n s . In t he case o f Lyo ta rd and Rorty, 
an e l i t e , be I t t he l e g i s l a t o r s o f s o c i e t y In the case o f Lyo ta rd , or the 
I n t e l l e c t u a l s In t he case o f Ror ty , w i l l Impose the necessary 
p r e c o n d i t i o n s upon people. In the case o f Habermas I t Is not exac t l y 
c l ea r how the necessary p recond i t i ons f o r change would be a r r i v e d a t , 
bu t the process in a l l t h ree cases r e q u i r e s major a l t e r a t i o n s in the 
d a l l y l i ves o f most people In Western s o c i e t i e s . 
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The f e a s i b i l i t y o f such occurences i s not ques t ioned a t a l l by 
Lyo ta rd , Habermas, or Ror ty , indeed in the case o f the work o f Ror ty the 
p o s s i b i l i t y o f change Is ha rd l y even touched upon. And ye t . I t Is s u r e l y 
the most appos i t e o f ques t i ons t o ask what the l i k e l i h o o d Is t h a t such 
l a r g e - s c a l e s o c i a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s w i l l come about. And i f these v i s i o n s 
o f i dea l , or a t leas t b e t t e r , f u t u r e s have not been made s e r i o u s l y , then 
why have they been made a t a l l ? 
There would appear t o be something In the way t h a t s o c i a l theory , be 
i t modern o r postmodern, i s per fo rmed t h a t r e q u i r e s o f the w r i t e r t o 
make c la ims about the way t h a t s o c i e t y can be improved. I t is poss ib le 
t h a t the t r a d i t i o n o f Western s o c i a l though t has l e f t us w i t h a s t r a i n 
o f Utop ian though t . Even the most p e s s i m i s t i c o f soc ia l t h e o r i s t s , such 
as Max Weber or F r l e d r l c h Nietzsche, w i l l Inc lude s t r a t e g i e s f o r the 
be t t e rmen t o f s o c i e t y o r the I n d i v i d u a l . In the cases o f the s o c i a l 
t h e o r i s t s d i scussed above, we are faced w i t h very p e s s i m i s t i c analyses 
o f t he s o c i a l w o r l d (Lyo ta rd and Habermas) which do not seem t o admit 
t he p o s s i b i l i t y o f r e c t i f i c a t i o n , and ye t the d iscuss ion o f the 
redempt ion o f s o c i e t y Is Inc luded. Th is Is a r h e t o r i c a l s t r a t e g y t ha t the 
a u t h o r s use t o l e g i t i m a t e t h e i r work: i t makes i t wor thy in t h a t the 
au tho r can be seen t o be p r o v i d i n g u s e f u l s t r a t e g i e s t h a t have been 
c o n s t r u c t e d ou t o f the f ragments o f s o c i e t y t h a t have been analysed. 
T h i s g i ves an o p t i m i s t i c aspect t o the s tudy o f s o c i a l theory , and a 
s u b t e x t t h a t sugges ts t h a t the f u r t h e r a n c e o f s o c i a l I n v e s t i g a t i o n must 
be con t i nued as a v i a b l e p r o j e c t . And ye t , t h i s r h e t o r i c i s no t 
s u f f i c i e n t t o convince t he reader t h a t t he re is a s o l u t i o n t o the c r i s e s 
which emerge f rom the w r i t i n g s o f s o c i a l t h e o r i s t s , or Indeed t h a t any 
r e c t i f i c a t i o n can be achieved. Th is r h e t o r i c , w i t h I t s sub tex t o f the 
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need t o con t i nue I n v e s t i g a t i o n , Is, o f course, a me tana r ra t l ve o f s o r t s . 
Not t he grand fo rm t h a t promises t o exp la i n e v e r y t h i n g In the wor ld , but 
a m e t a n a r r a t l v e o f emanc ipat ion neve r the less . The ques t ion , however, o f 
whether or not such a r h e t o r i c is a p p r o p r i a t e In the present 
c i rcumstances , remains. 
Sheldon Wo I In 's a n a l y s i s o f the dec l i ne o f p o l i t i c a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n , 
made In the e a r l y 1960's, Is developed s o c i o l o g i c a l l y by Zygmunt Bauman 
In h i s book L e g i s l a t o r s and I n t e r p r e t e r s , and Is se t In the contex t o f 
t he d e c l i n e o f modern i t y and the r i s e o f postmodern I t y . According t o 
Bauman, the postmodern age Is upon us, and however d i s t a s t e f u l I t may be 
t o a number o f s o c i a l t h e o r i s t s . I t cannot be Ignored. Bauman cha r t s the 
r i s e o f postmodern I t y aga ins t the change In r o l e and s t a t u s o f the 
I n t e l l e c t u a l In s o c i e t y , a rgu ing t h a t In modern i ty . I n t e l l e c t u a l s f u l f i l l e d 
the r o l e o f l e g i s l a t o r s . I n t e l l e c t u a l s as l e g i s l a t o r s ac t as a r b i t r a t o r s 
o f the c o n t r o v e r s i e s o f op in ions , and, a f t e r r e s o l v i n g such c o n t r o v e r s i e s 
w i t h respec t t o s o c i a l o rder , produce a u t h o r i t a t i v e s ta tements t h a t 
become b ind ing f o r the whole o f s o c i e t y . These s ta tements are 
l e g i t i m i z e d by t he p u b l i c unders tand ing t h a t t he i n t e l l e c t u a l has a 
s u p e r i o r access t o knowledge. The postmodern v iew o f the i n t e l l e c t u a l Is 
c h a r a c t e r i z e d by the metaphor o f the I n t e r p r e t e r . The postmodern 
I n t e l l e c t u a l s t r a t e g y invo lves the t r a n s l a t i o n o f the s ta tements o f one 
t r a d i t i o n so t h a t t hey can be unders tood in the contex t o f another 
t r a d i t i o n . The t r a n s f e r between d i f f e r e n t systems o f knowledge 
f a c i l i t a t e s t he b e t t e r communicat ion o f d i f f e r e n t p a r t i c i p a n t s In 
s o c i e t y , and alms t o p revent the d i s t o r t i o n o f meaning. The postmodern 
r o l e , c la ims Bauman, i s no t a r e f u s a l o f the modern ro l e , but r a the r a 
c o n t i n u a t i o n o f I t , as l e g i t i m a t i o n res ides In the same place, i.e. the 
p r o f e s s i o n a l a u t h o r i t y o f the I n t e l l e c t u a l . The d i f f e r e n c e In r o l e s 
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a r i s e s f rom the abandonment o f u n l v e r s a l l s t l c ambi t ion o f the 
I n t e l l e c t u a l s own t r a d i t i o n . The l eve l i ng o f the va r i ous I n t e l l e c t u a l 
t r a d i t i o n s caused by t h i s abandoning o f u n i v e r s a l l s t l c amb i t ion denies 
the p o s s i b i l i t y o f l e g i s l a t i n g over c o n t r o v e r s i e s o f op in ion , and leaves 
t he postmodern I n t e l l e c t u a l in a p o s i t i o n o f o f f e r i n g exp lana t ions o f 
meaning r a t h e r than s ta temen ts o f t r u t h . 
Bauman compares the modern s t y l e and s t r a t e g y w i t h t h a t o f the 
postmodern a l t e r n a t i v e which has, in p a r t a t leas t , a t tempted t o supp lant 
i t . Th i s a n a l y s i s I d e n t i f i e s a c r i s i s In s o c i a l theory t ha t Is on ly 
p a r t i a l l y r eso l ved by c u r r e n t s o c i a l t heo ry . The c r i s i s is t h a t o f 
f i n d i n g a u s e f u l causa l exp lana t i on f o r contemporary s o c i a l phenomena 
when the p r i n c i p a l agent o f h i s t o r i c a l change, the p r o l e t a r i a t , has 
d isappeared in recogn izab le fo rm f rom Western s o c i e t i e s . Modern s o c i a l 
t heo ry r e l i e s upon an h i s t o r i c a l agent t h a t Is an ac to r Involved In the 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n o f s o c i a l L i fe , t h rough a l l aspects o f l i f e , an I nd i v i dua l 
who has the i n t e n t i o n o f p roduc ing a b e t t e r fo rm o f s o c i e t y f o r a l l I t s 
members. Bauman dubs t h i s a b s t r a c t f i g u r e the 'Pu r i t an ' . 
The P u r i t a n s tood f o r t h i s ' I n n e r - d i r e c t e d ' , s e l f - c o n t r o l l e d man 
which the I n t e l l e c t u a l s , f rom the pe rspec t i ve o f t h e i r own mode 
o f l i f e , cons t rued as the c e n t r a l ac to r o f a reason-gu ided 
s o c i e t y and the product o f such a s o c i e t y . (Bauman, 1987: 150) 
Whether or no t t h i s f i g u r e o f the P u r i t a n ever e x i s t e d Is a moot po in t ; 
t he contemporary r e a l i t y , says Bauman, is t h a t o f consumers whose 
p r i n c i p a l concern Is t o pursue persona l g r a t i f i c a t i o n th rough the 
consumpt ion o f commodi t ies. Th i s Is no t an o v e r n i g h t change, bu t r a t h e r 
the end p roduc t o f the r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n process o f modern i ty . The market 
has become the major mechanism o f s o c i e t a l rep roduc t i on , t ak i ng over 
many o f the r o l e s o f the p o l i t i c a l system. As the a u t h o r i t y o f the 
market has grown, so the a u t h o r i t y o f the s t a t e has dec l ined , leav ing 
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t he s t a t e w i t h a r o l e subse rv i en t t o t h a t o f the market and compr is ing 
s imp ly o r g a n i s a t i o n a l and p o l i c i n g d u t i e s t o enhance the dominance o f 
t he market . As the g l o b a l p r o j e c t o f r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n dec l ines , the 
concepts o f r a t i o n a l va lues and purpose o f modern s o c i e t y are rep laced 
by an e t h i c o f p r i v a t e consumption and Increas ing commodlf I ca t l on . 
R a t i o n a l i t y s t i l l e x i s t s , bu t I t Is o f the p e t t y i n d i v i d u a l s o r t , r a t h e r 
than the r a t i o n a l i t y o f p r a c t i c a l reason, the d r i v e f o r g rea te r 
s a t i s f a c t i o n th rough the a c q u i s i t i o n o f commodit ies r a t h e r than th rough 
persona l f reedom and autonomy. The r i s e o f the consumer has d r a s t i c a l l y 
changed t he a t t i t u d e o f the I n t e l l e c t u a l s t r a t a towards the p r o l e t a r i a t ; 
even t o the po i n t where the poor are l a r g e l y Ignored. Un l i ke ly c a r r i e r s 
o f r a t i o n a l i t y a t bes t , they now seem t o be concerned w i t h l i b e r a t i o n 
on l y t h rough the a c q u i s i t i o n o f wea l th . The r i c h , on the o ther hand, are 
as f r e e as they want t o be, having been ab le t o buy f o r themselves the 
autonomy t h a t they des i re . Wi th the s t a t e as an ins t rument o f 
commodlf I c a t l o n , the market as the p r i n c i p l e mechanism o f s o c i a l 
I n t e g r a t i o n , and the agent o f h i s t o r i c a l change miss ing f rom the s tage, 
Bauman concludes t h a t : 
The p r o j e c t o f modern i ty . In o the r words, has f a i l e d . Or, r a the r . 
I t s Implementa t ion took a wrong t u r n . I t does not mean 
n e c e s s a r i l y t h a t t he p r o j e c t I t s e l f was a b o r t i v e or doomed t o 
f a i l u r e . (Bauman, 1987: 191) 
Soc ia l t h e o r i s t s a re now d i v i d e d In to two camps: those who agree t h a t 
t he p r o j e c t o f modern i t y has f a i l e d (postmodern s t y l e ) , and those who 
see a p o s s i b l e redempt ion f o r i t . Bauman o u t l i n e s the s t r a t e g i e s o f each 
o f these groups, a l t hough I t Is c lear f rom h i s ana l ys i s t h a t the 
d i s t i n c t i o n between t h e modern and the postmodern Is not a hard and 
f a s t one. The postmodern s t y l e o f t h e o r i s i n g a way out o f the c r i s i s 
takes a number o f fo rms, bu t a l l reduce t o the common denominator o f 
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abandoning any k i nd o f un iversa l i s t Lc theory . The s t r a t e g i e s o f the 
I n t e l l e c t u a l a re based on the r e j e c t i o n o f l e g i t i m a t i n g and founda t i ona l 
a n a l y s i s and c o n f i n i n g t h e i r d i scourse t o the realm o f I n t e l l e c t u a l 
s p i r i t . 
Bauman's account o f the 'modern s t y l e ' o f f e r s a d i f f e r e n t r o l e f o r the 
I n t e l l e c t u a l , t h a t o f a r e i n s t a t e d l e g i s l a t o r . Here modern i ty is seen as 
s t i l l hav ing p o t e n t i a l t h a t remains untapped: the i n t e l l e c t u a l may save 
modern i t y t h rough d i s c u r s i v e redempt ion. The proper l oca t ion f o r the 
va lues o f s e l f - p e r f e c t i o n , autonomy, and a u t h e n t i c i t y is in the realm o f 
p u b l i c d i scou rse , and t he re ins ta temen t o f these in t h e i r proper place 
c o n s t i t u t e s d i s c u r s i v e redempt ion. By b r i n g i n g these values back i n to the 
p u b l i c sphere, the l i m i t a t i o n s o f I ns t rumen ta l reason and the s u p e r i o r i t y 
o f p r a c t i c a l reason w i l l be exposed. Th is w i l l a l l ow a recons t ruc ted 
r a t i o n a l model o f s o c i e t y t o become the con tex t in which personal va lues 
w i l l be judged, and such a r a t i o n a l system w i l l rep lace the 
commodlf i c a t i o n system o f the market . The market 's ho ld over the 
p o l i t i c a l sys tem must be rep laced w i t h p u b l i c debate t o e f f e c t the 
l e g i t i m a t i o n o f the s o c i a l system. 
And t hus the c o n d i t i o n s f o r emancipat ion, promised by the 
p r o j e c t o f modern i t y , w i l l be c rea ted . (Bauman, 1987: 192) 
The modern programme t h a t Bauman o u t l i n e s is s t r o n g l y remin iscent o f 
t h a t o f Habermas, and, a l t hough Bauman c la ims t o o f f e r no judgement o f 
t he advantages o f the modern over the postmodern s t y l e o f t heo ry (1987: 
4) , I t appears t h a t the modern a l t e r n a t i v e does a t least face up to the 
problems o f contemporary soc i e t y . 
We are faced w i t h an e v e r - i n c r e a s i n g w i t hd rawa l o f democrat ic 
f reedom in Western s o c i e t i e s where the p r i v a t i s a t i o n and commod i f i ca t i on 
o f a l l aspec ts o f s o c i a l l i f e a re on ly t oo v i s i b l e . The dec l i ne o f s t a t e 
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s o c i a l i s t c o u n t r i e s In Eastern Europe has opened the way f o r the 
e r a d i c a t i o n o f s o c i a l i s m f rom the vocabu lary o f contemporary s o c i e t i e s . 
Adm i t t ed l y , the prospect o f g l oba l war may have receded, but in i t s wake 
comes a u n i f o r m g l o b a l v i l l a g e , governed by the owners o f c a p i t a l , and 
p o l i c e d by an expans ion i s t Un i ted S ta tes . The dec l ine o f modern i ty has 
prompted s o c i a l t heo ry t o produce the concept o f postmodernI ty and 
postmodern s o c i a l t heo ry . Th is Is e x e m p l i f i e d by Lyo ta rd w i t h h i s 
a n a r c h i s t i c and u l t i m a t e l y n i h i l i s t i c v e r s i o n o f the s o c i a l wor ld , and 
Ror ty w i t h h i s schemat ic p roposa ls f o r community a c t i o n programs. 
Habermas may have f a i l e d t o n o t i c e t h a t a program o f a g loba l 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n based upon r a t i o n a l i t y and Reason Is no longer a v i ab le 
concept, bu t he has not f o r g o t t e n t h a t t he re are many people l i v i n g In 
Western s o c i e t i e s who are poor, oppressed and b r u t a l l s e d by a system 
t h a t w i l l no t even a l l o w the concept o f genuine freedom t o be d iscussed 
p u b l i c l y . 
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CONCLUSION 
The postmodern c o n d i t i o n I d e n t i f i e d by Lyo ta rd has made major 
changes t o the way t h a t s o c i a l t heo ry can be const rued. The c r i s i s o f 
n a r r a t i v e s , and the contemporary I n c r e d u l i t y t o me tana r ra t l ves , g ives us 
a new key t o unders tand ing soc ie t y . Yet, as we can see f rom the t o p i c s 
I n v e s t i g a t e d by Lyo ta rd , t h i s is on ly a d i f f e r e n t way o f looking a t the 
s o c i a l wo r l d , r a t h e r than an I d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f new Issues and p ro j ec t s 
f o r the s o c i a l t h e o r i s t . Lyo ta rd ' s postmodern s o c i a l t heo ry Is an a t tempt 
t o answer the ques t i ons o f s o c i a l o rder , the app rec i a t i on o f c u l t u r e , and 
the o p e r a t i o n o f language In soc i e t y . His method may be new, w i t h I t s 
a t t emp t a t ope ra t l ona U s i n g language game theory , but the f i e l d o f 
I n v e s t i g a t i o n is the same as t h a t o f the modern s o c i a l t h e o r i s t . Indeed, 
f rom the d i s c u s s i o n o f p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n In contemporary soc ie t y , we could 
sugges t t h a t L y o t a r d has an ou tda ted p i c t u r e o f the s o c i a l wor ld . 
Lyo ta rd ' s d i scuss ion o f postmodern c u l t u r e shares a number o f 
s i m i l a r i t i e s w i t h t h a t o f Habermas, and Lyo ta rd a c t u a l l y promotes a 
modern approach t o c u l t u r e ; w i t h o u t modernism, c u l t u r e has no d i r e c t i o n . 
What L y o t a r d o f f e r s the reader Is a d i f f e r e n t way o f unders tand ing the 
problems o f contemporary soc ie t y , and a new s t r a t e g y f o r t h e i r 
r e c t i f i c a t i o n . 
Lyo ta rd ' s t h e s i s does not present us w i t h the u l t i m a t e r e f u t a t i o n o f 
m e t a n a r r a t l v e based d i scourse , or the p e r f e c t argument In favour o f a 
s o c i a l t heo ry t h a t Is based on the p ragmat ics o f everyday l i f e , even I f , 
a t f i r s t s i g h t . I t ho lds out the promise o f doing so. What h i s w r i t i n g s 
do show us Is the need f o r a d i f f e r e n t theo ry o f the way t h a t language 
opera tes In s o c i e t y , and the need f o r a d i f f e r e n t pe rspec t i ve on the way 
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t h a t the s o c i a l w o r l d shou ld be I n t e r p r e t e d . The c o n f l i c t between 
n a r r a t i v e and sc ience is i r r e s o l v a b l e , and Is so due t o the d i f f e r e n c e s 
in the language d i a l e c t s spoken by the p r a c t i t i o n e r s o f d i f f e r e n t 
communi t ies in our s o c i e t y . The problem o f e s s e n t i a l c o n t e s t a b l l l t y Is 
compounded by t h i s f a c t , as t he re is even less chance o f consensus based 
judgments under such c i rcumstances (see Chapter Two above). We need t o 
become cogn isan t o f t h i s be fo re a t t e m p t i n g theo ry c o n s t r u c t i o n in what 
may or may not be pos tmodern i t y . The r e c o g n i t i o n o f d i f f e r e n t speech 
communi t ies w i l l r e q u i r e the human sciences t o r e s t r u c t u r e t h e i r form o f 
d i scou rse i n t o p a t t e r n s t h a t a l l ow ' o u t s i d e r s ' access t o the in fo rmat ion 
t h a t they w ish t o propagate, and one would hope t h a t a s i m i l a r change 
wou ld take p lace In the n a t u r a l sc iences. The ques t ion o f g i v i n g the 
p u b l i c f r e e access t o da ta banks is secondary t o the problem o f a l l ow ing 
the p u b l i c the knowledge t o overcome i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d d i a l e c t s . 
I t is no mere co inc idence t h a t Habermas, Ror ty , and Lyo ta rd a l l 
I d e n t i f y a loss o f meaning In the s o c i a l wo r l d , a l though each g ives a 
d i f f e r e n t e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h i s . Accord ing t o Lyo ta rd , a postmodern 
mala ise has se t In, where our f a t a l i s m Is matched by our I n c r e d u l i t y . 
The loss o f meaning assoc ia ted w i t h postmodern I t y Is brought about by 
the f a c t t h a t knowledge is no longer p r i n c i p a l l y n a r r a t i v e . Yet, as 
L y o t a r d p o i n t s ou t , t h i s need not be the case. He does not advocate the 
abandonment o f sc ience, nor the i n f l a t i o n o f n a r r a t i v e t o the s t a t u s o f 
sc ience, bu t s imp ly the r e c o g n i t i o n o f the r e l a t i v e m e r i t s o f both forms. 
A consequence o f t h i s would be the re ins ta temen t o f a power fu l t o o l o f 
a n a l y s i s t o the human sc iences, one t h a t , a d m i t t e d l y , can not p rov ide the 
hard and f a s t answers t h a t many o f the human sc ience d i s c i p l i n e s have 
long searched f o r w i t h l i t t l e success, bu t a t Least a t o o l t h a t has some 
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c o r r e l a t i o n w i t h the work ings o f human consciousness. The postmodern is t 
p r o j e c t concern ing n a r r a t i v e Is t hus the a t tempt t o show t h a t the human 
sc iences shou ld be about n a r r a t i v e s , as w e l l as being n a r r a t i v e s 
themselves. The r e f l e x l v l t y t h i s Impl ies Is c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f the way 
t h a t knowledge c u r r e n t l y opera tes , and is r e f l e c t e d In much contemporary 
a r t , a r c h i t e c t u r e , and l i t e r a t u r e . The 'modern' human sciences, w i t h t h e i r 
r e l i a n c e upon hidden n a r r a t i v e s and a metad lscourse I nhe r i t ed f rom the 
En l igh tenment , o f f e r q u a s l - s c l e n t l f I c accounts o f s o c i e t y and c u l t u r e 
t h a t a re no longer v a l i d . The Idea t h a t an ' e s s e n t i a l copy' o f the s o c i a l 
w o r l d can be achieved, by t h i s method or by any o ther , w i l l on ly f o r c e 
n a r r a t i v e s , o r sc ience. In to a r o l e t h a t they can not s u s t a i n ^ * . 
I t Is obv ious f rom the uptake o f the Issue o f n a r r a t l v l t y t h a t such 
I n v e s t i g a t i o n s are not mere ly con f ined t o w r i t e r s a t t e m p t i n g an 
unders tand ing o f a phenomenon c a l l e d pos tmodern i t y , but I t Is Lyo ta rd 
who makes t he s t r o n g e s t moves In t h i s d i r e c t i o n . Wi thout a r e c o g n i t i o n 
o f t he way t h a t m e t a n a r r a t l v e s are used t o en fo rce a p a r t i c u l a r order , a 
r e s u r r e c t i o n o f n a r r a t i v e forms w i l l be Imprac t i ca l . The en t r y o f 
s o c i e t i e s In to the computer age cou ld have unforseen nega t i ve 
consequences f o r la rge numbers o f people who w i l l have no access t o the 
means, and language, o f r es i s tance . In t h i s s i t u a t i o n , the r e s u r r e c t i o n o f 
m o r a l i t y and the v i r t u e s o f the past w i l l s imply not be re levan t , as 
such Issues w i l l not be on the agenda. 
The abandonment o f the p r o j e c t o f modern i ty , advocated by Lyo tard , 
w i l l have s i g n i f i c a n t and f a r reach ing consequences f o r both s o c i e t y and 
s o c i a l theory . Soc ie ty w i l l no longer have overa rch ing me tanar ra t l ves t o 
obscure the r e a l work ings o f s o c i a l I n s t i t u t i o n s , but government w i l l no 
longer be respons ib l e f o r Improving the c o n d i t i o n o f the whole o f 
s o c i e t y . Soc ia l t heo ry w i l l no longer be hampered w i t h unwie ldy u n i v e r s a l 
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t h e o r i e s , bu t w i l l no longer a t tempt t o e x p l a i n a l l o f s o c i a l l i f e e i t h e r . 
Habermas o f f e r s a s t r o n g defence o f modern i ty , f o r both t h e o r e t i c a l and 
mora l reasons, r e s u l t i n g In a conv inc ing argument in favour o f the need 
f o r a s o c i a l t heo ry t h a t Is both c r i t i c a l and r e f l e c t i v e o f the problems 
and needs o f soc i e t y . The postmodern I t y debate has brought the c o n f l i c t 
between the f o u n d a t l o n a l i s t s and the a n t I f o u n d a t i o n a l i s t s t o the f o r e , 
and has h i g h l g h t e d the need f o r a new approach t o the s o c i a l wor ld . 
Habermas agrees t h a t sub jec t cen t red ph i losophy must be abandoned, but 
does not go as f a r as Lyo ta rd In doing so. Both Habermas and Lyo ta rd 
look t o language t heo ry t o base t h e i r s o c i a l theory upon, a l though 
Lyo ta rd ' s v e r s i o n o f W i t t g e n s t e i n , as we have seen, is somewhat 
inaccura te . L y o t a r d and Habermas both base t h e i r c u l t u r a l ana l ys i s on a 
f o r m a l unders tand ing o f avant garde a r t and a e s t h e t i c s : t h e i r c u l t u r a l 
t heo ry is ma rg ina l i sed , look ing towards h igh c u l t u r e and away f rom the 
popu lar c u l t u r e which Is ever expanding In h igh technology s o c i e t i e s . An 
a n a l y s i s o f the pos tmodern i t y debate revea l s s o c i a l theory t o be a t a 
c rossroads , where i t can choose between a c r i t i c a l and s e l f - r e f l e c t I v e 
t heo ry o f s o c i e t y , or an a n t l f o u n d a t l o n a t i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c app ra i sa l o f the 
c o n d i t i o n o f soc i e t y . Th i s Is the r e a l choice o f f e r e d between the modern 
and the postmodern pe rspec t i ves . The choice between a modern or a 
postmodern s o c i e t y can not be made by s o c i a l t h e o r i s t s , but the form o f 
a n a l y s i s o f s o c i e t y , modern or postmodern, can be made by s o c i a l 
t h e o r i s t s . 
U l t i m a t e l y the ques t i on o f whether postmodern i t y Is an a c t u a l , r e a l , 
or new s t a t e o f a f f a i r s , or mere ly a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t phase In the 
c u l t u r e o f modern i ty , is redundant . What r e a l l y ma t te r s Is whether the 
postmodern p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t Lyo ta rd proposes as the way t ha t we should 
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I n t e r p r e t t he s o c i a l wo r l d , Is u s e f u l or not . He has expanded the Idea o f 
the n a r r a t i v e - s c i e n c e s p i l t t o a dichotomy o f everyday speech versus 
m e t a n a r r a t l v e c o n s t r u c t i o n s t h a t comprise sc ience, p o l i t i c s , s o c i a l 
t heo ry , and a l l o the r f o u n d a t i o n a l d i scourses . Whether t h i s can be 
e f f e c t e d by, f o r example, a t t e m p t i n g a r e s t r u c t u r i n g o f the human 
sc iences, or the work ings o f government, is another mat te r . But I t Is 
Impor tan t , f o r I t h i g h l i g h t s what Is happening t o the p a t t e r n s o f 
communicat ion In our soc i e t y , and the way t h a t i n d i v i d u a l s w i l l 
unders tand t h e i r own p o s i t i o n In a s o c i a l system. And I t shows some o f 
the p o t e n t i a l p e r i l s t h a t technology cou ld In t roduce or he ighten; 
m y s t i f i c a t i o n and obscuran t i sm are not the p r i n c i p l e s o f sc ience by any 
means, and few s c i e n t i s t s would want t o be assoc ia ted w i t h such a 
p r o j e c t . 
F i n a l l y , the l e g i t i m a t i o n o f the s o c i a l order r e s t s upon the s t o r i e s 
we a re t o l d , t e l l each o the r , and recount t o ourse lves , about I t . As 
N ie tzsche sa i d ; 
That my l i f e has no aim Is ev iden t even f rom the acc iden ta l 
n a t u r e o f I t s o r i g i n ; t h a t / can posit an aim for myself Is 
another ma t te r . But a s t a t e has no aim; we alone g ive I t t h i s 
aim or t h a t . (Nietzsche, 1954: 40) 
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F(X)TNOTES 
The degree t o which s o c i e t y is seen t o need s a l v a t i o n recedes as 
we proceed f rom Marx t o Parsons. Marx descr ibed soc i e t y ' s 
s a l v a t i o n as occur Ing th rough r e v o l u t i o n ; Durkheim th rough 
c o l l e c t i v e consciousness; Parsons th rough the o rde r ing power o f 
c o l l e c t i v e norms and va lues . The modern s t r a t e g y proposed by 
Habermas Is d iscussed In Chapter Four. 
These terms des igna te the two broad t r ends In contemporary s o c i a l 
theory : a n t l - f o u n d a t l o n a l t heo ry Is se t in a contex t o f the 
r e j e c t i o n o f gene ra t i ng mechanisms t o exp la i n s o c i a l a c t i o n , and 
the r e j e c t i o n o f a m e t a n a r r a t l v e o f p rogress t o exp la in h i s t o r i c 
change. Such accounts have focussed on the key issue o f language 
as the p r i n c i p a l mode o f i nqu i r y , exp lana t i on , and bas is o f s o c i a l 
ac t Ion. 
In the c i t e d passage, Vlco shows t h a t metaphor, metonymy, 
synecdoche, and I rony are common t o both prose and verse. 
I t shou ld be no ted a t t h i s po i n t t h a t the s t r ong separa t ion made 
here between these forms o f d i scourse Is somewhat a r t i f i c i a l as 
t h e r e a re forms o f d i scourse t ha t c ross the boundary o f sc ience o f 
n a r r a t i v e w i t h o u t being m e t a n a r r a t I v l s t i c In the sense t h a t Lyo ta rd 
uses the te rm, f o r example a s t r o l o g y . 
N le tsche 's t heo ry o f the n a r r a t I v i s t I c s e l f Is brought t o l i g h t In 
the s tudy by A. Nehamus Nietzsche: L i f e as L i t e r a t u r e . Goffman's 
v e r s i o n o f the s e l f is best s t a t e d in The P resen ta t i on o f Se l f in 
Everyday L i f e . I t shou ld be no ted t h a t Mac ln ty re has deep 
r e s e r v a t i o n s about t he n a r r a t i v e s e l f h o o d models o f f e r e d by bo th 
Nie tzsche and Goffman. see A f t e r V i r t u e chapter 9. 
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6 A s i m i l a r problem faced modern a r c h i t e c t u r e In the 1970's and 
r e s u l t e d In t he g row th o f postmodern a r c h i t e c t u r e . See Chapter 
Three below. 
7 Foucau l t ' s w r i t i n g s on power and knowledge are spread th roughou t 
h i s oeuvre, but the c l e a r e s t e x p o s i t i o n Is In Foucaul t , 1981. 
8 we cou ld rename t h i s phenomena o f d e s c r i b i n g the boundar ies o f 
sc ience t he f u n c t i o n o f the paradigm o f l e g i t i m a t e science, t h a t Is 
the combinat ion o f memory and p resuppos i t i ons . See Kuhn (1970), 
p a r t i c u l a r l y chapter 4. 
9 The s h i f t f rom p u b l i c t o p r i v a t e f und ing In the pub l i c sphere, and 
p r i v a t i s a t i o n o f p u b l i c se r v i ces Is d iscussed In Chapter Four. In 
the f i e l d o f a r t s sponsorsh ip , B r i t i s h government fund ing has 
dw ind led t o r i d i c u l o u s l eve l s : ' In some years , the G r a t e f u l Dead has 
spent as much on l i v i n g B r i t i s h composers as the A r t s Counci l o f 
Great B r i t a i n ' . (The Independent 2 2 / 6 / 9 1 : 60) 
10 The p r i n c i p a l exponent o f postmodern l i t e r a t u r e , accord ing t o Ihab 
Hassan, Is James Joyce. See Hassan 1971 & 1975. 
11 Jencks g i ves a ve ry p rec ise date f o r the 'death ' o f modern 
a r c h i t e c t u r e : 
'Happi ly , we can date the death o f modern a r c h i t e c t u r e t o a p rec ise 
moment In t ime. ...Modern A r c h i t e c t u r e d ied In St. Lo lus M issou r i on 
Ju l y 15 th , 1972, a t 3.32 p.m. (or t he reabou ts ) when the Infamous 
P r u l t t - I g o e scheme, or r a t h e r seve ra l o f I t s s lab b locks, were g iven 
the f i n a l coup de grace by dynami te ' . (Jencks, 1977: 9) 
The P r u l t t - l g o e housing scheme, designed In the s t y l e o f Le 
Corbus le r , and winner o f a r c h i t e c t u r a l awards, was run down, 
vanda l i sed and dangerous. A task f o r c e sen t In by the loca l 
a u t h o r i t i e s t o f i n d out what the r e s i d e n t s wanted t o be done t o 
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improve the area were con f ron ted by angry c i t i z e n s asking f o r t h e i r 
houses t o be demol ished (Wolfe, 1981: 82) . 
12 Th is occu r red in Newcast le In the Byker Wal l p ro j ec t (1974), 
des igned by Ralph Ersk lne . 
13 Whi le Jencks remains a t t ached to the p r o j e c t o f modern i ty , he has 
dropped one major component o f I t , namely the p o s s i b i l i t y o f s o c i a l 
Improvement t h rough the p roduc t i on o f a b e t t e r b u i l t environment. 
At a t ime o f r i s i n g homelessness and low p u b l i c fund ing o f housing, 
Jencks sees no r o l e f o r the a r c h i t e c t In t r y i n g t o Improve housing 
c o n d i t i o n s f o r those who cannot a f f o r d t o buy t h e i r own homes. 
Modern a r c h i t e c t s such as Le Corbus ler have had scorn poured upon 
t h e i r ideas, bu t a t leas t Le Corbus ier had a genuine concern f o r 
the p l i g h t o f people who were e i t h e r homeless or l i v i n g In stums 
(Le Corbus ler , 1968). 
14 L y o t a r d b r i e f l y d iscusses the n a r r a t i v e s o f f e r e d by French p o l i t i c a l 
p a r t i e s , and concludes t h a t the n a r r a t i v e s o f the l e f t and r i g h t 
a re In terchangeab le (Lyo tard , 1989: 122). 
15 The d e f i n i t i o n o f para logy g iven by Lyo ta rd d i f f e r s f rom the 
s tanda rd usage: para logy as f a l s e reason ing. Lyo ta rd suggests t h a t 
para logy Is reason ing , t o p rov ide l e g i t i m a t i o n , t h a t Is based upon 
loca l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s and the cont ingency o f the language game t h a t 
the l e g i t i m a t i o n Is necessary f o r . Lyo ta rd Is making a connect ion 
w i t h Feyerabend's mot to 'any th ing goes'. See Lyo ta rd , 1984: chapter 
14. 
16 The concept o f t he ' e s s e n t i a l copy' i s taken f rom N. Bryson's V i s i on 
and P a i n t i n g (Bryson, 1983). The i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r s o c i a l theory o f 
Bryson 's t h e s i s a re brought ou t in Velody, 1989, and Manning, 1989. 
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